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Judith	 Butler	 argued	 that	 gender	 performance	 and	 gendered	 ways	 of	
being	 were	 strategies	 of	 survival,	 which	 became	 so	 normalised,	 through	
everyday	 habits	 and	 habitual	 performances,	 that	 men	 and	 women	 became	
‘entranced	by	their	own	fictions	whereby	the	construction	compels	one’s	belief	
in	its	necessity	and	naturalness’	(1988:	pg.	522).	Butler	further	supposed	that,	in	
order	 to	 discern	 the	 conditions	 of	 oppression	 that	 certain	 gendered	
performances	 receive,	 we	 must	 examine	 the	 daily	 reproduction	 of	 gendered	
identities	 that	 maintain	 the	 distinct	 and	 fixed	 categories	 of	 man	 and	 woman:	
masculine	and	feminine.	This	dissertation	aims	to	investigate	and	challenge	the	
embodied	 social	 and	 historical	 constructions	 of	 femininity,	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	
discover	how	far	they	contribute	to	women’s	continuing	subordination	in	British	
society.		
	 On	 the	21st	 of	 January	2017,	 thousands	of	women	 in	Britain	 took	 to	 the	
streets	of	London	to	speak	out	against	the	appointment	of	Donald	Trump	as	the	
President	 of	 the	 United	 States	 of	 America.	 Among	 their	 protests	 was	 the	
celebration	of	how	far	women	had	come,	but	louder	still	were	the	shouts	of	how	
far	we	have	yet	to	go.	Despite	progressions	towards	equality	in	the	last	century,	I	
argue	 that	we	have	 stalled	 and,	 in	 recent	 years,	 regressed.	Abortion	 rights	 are	
still	 denied,	women	don’t	 receive	 equal	pay	 for	 equal	work,	 and	are	 still	 being	
harassed	 in	 public	 places	 and	 in	 the	 workplace.	 Stigma	 surrounding	
menstruation	 and	 female	 body	 hair,	 I	 argue,	 is	more	 prevalent	 than	 ever,	 and	
eating	 disorders	 continue	 to	 claim	 the	 lives	 of	 young	 women	 in	 Britain.	 This	
dissertation	 contends	 that	 female	 bodies,	 and	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 they	 are	
required	 to	 perform	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 are	 regulated	 and	 controlled	 to	 such	 an	
extent,	that	they	perpetuate	and	sustain	the	inequalities	faced	by	women	in	Great	
Britain.		
	 From	 January	 to	 June	 2016	 I	 identified	 and	 resisted	 five	 cultural	
behaviours	 that	 were	 regular	 features	 of	 women’s	 embodied	 performances	 of	
femininity	 in	 Britain	 in	 2016;	 dieting,	 shaving,	 wearing	 makeup	 and	
appropriately	 feminine	 clothes,	 and	 using	 sanitary	 products	 during	
menstruation.	 I	 discovered	 that	women	 are	 not	 afforded	 the	 choice	 to	 act	 and	
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perform	as	 they	please	without	 fear	of	 retribution.	 I	 found	 that	certain	women	
my	age	felt	obliged	to	shave	their	bodies	in	order	to	feel	more	sexually	attractive,	








Through	an	 investigation	 into	 the	development	of	 feminist	performance	
theory	 in	 the	 last	 century,	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 increasing	 problem	 of	 gender	
inequality	 in	 Great	 Britain	 in	 2016,	 and	 an	 evaluation	 of	 the	 practical	
methodology	employed	to	realise	my	aim,	this	dissertation	argues	that	it	is	to	a	






























































This	 practice	 as	 research	 inquiry	 was	 inspired	 by,	 and	 responds	 to,	 a	
production	of	Rachel	Cusk’s	Medea	at	the	Almeida	Theatre	on	the	15th	of	October	
2015.	 Medea’s	 character,	 Margherita	 Laera	 (2012)	 argues,	 has	 ‘seduced	 and	
disorientated	theatre-makers,	writers	and	audiences	for	centuries	owing	to	her	
multiplicity	 and	 complexity’,	 and	 here	 she	 was	 again,	 adapted	 for	 a	
contemporary	audience,	challenging	our	assumptions	of	societal	norms	with	her	
words	and	actions.	Cusk	had	adapted	Euripides’	ancient	drama,	not	for	the	first	
time	 on	 a	 contemporary	 stage,	 but	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 she	 effectively	 and	
definitively	 criticised	 performances	 of	 femininity	 that	 continued	 to	 constitute	
women’s	 inequality	 in	 Britain	 in	 2015.	 I	 am	 reminded	 therefore	 of	 Susannah	
Clapp’s	 argument	 (2015),	 in	 a	 review	 of	 the	 same	 production,	 that	 writers	
increasingly	turn	to	the	ancients	for	echoes	of	our	current	torments.	
This	dissertation	examines	whether	“sex”	is	still	a	constrained	production,	
and	 how	 such	 a	 production	 is	 performed	 on	 and	 through	 a	 specifically	 female	
body.	 It	 will	 analyse	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 certain	 embodied	 feminine	
performances	 create	 and	 maintain	 female	 subordination	 throughout	 British	
society	 in	 the	years	2015-20171.	 It	will	 then	examine	 the	practical	methods	by	
which	 I	 endeavoured	 to	 investigate	 the	 above	 questions	 and	my	 resistance	 of	
certain	 daily,	 embodied	 feminine	 performances	 (shaving,	 dieting,	 wearing	
makeup,	 wearing	 feminine	 clothes	 and	 wearing	 sanitary	 products	 during	
menstruation),	before	making	the	argument	that	it	is	to	a	great	extent	that	sex	is	
a	constrained	production,	one	which	is	placed	on	both	male	and	female	bodies	to	
qualify	 them	 as	masculine	 or	 feminine,	 but	 with	 a	 specific	 relationship	 to	 the	
oppression	and	subordination	of	certain	women	throughout	British	society.		
Chapter	One:	A	body	limited:	A	historical	contextualisation	of	gender	in	the	





masculinity	 as	 I	 have	 come	 to	 understand	 and	 use	 them.	 It	 then	 provides	 a	
historical	 overview	 of	 the	 development	 of	 feminist	 performance	 theory	 in	 the	
past	 century,	 identifying	 literature	 that	 already	 contributes	 to	 this	 field	 of	





new	 knowledge.	 It	 will	 analyse	 the	 practical	 means	 by	 which	 I	 achieved	 my	
intentions,	 the	methodology	employed,	participant	and	audience	 response,	 and	
final	evaluation,	all	 the	while	examining	 the	effect	of	my	durational,	 embodied,	
and	experiential	practice	upon	my	current	embodied	performance	of	femininity.		
Conclusion:	 A	 limitless	 body	 discusses	 the	 final	 conclusions	 made	 as	 a	
result	of	my	embodied	experiment	and	the	ways	 in	which	I	now	move	through	






the	 female	 ‘since	 the	 beginning	 of	 recorded	 history,	 trying	 to	 determine	what	
makes	 them	different	 from	men	and	creating	 ideas	 for	 feminine	behaviour	and	
appearance’	(2011:	pg.	90).	It	was	men,	almost	exclusively	however,	who	defined	















speak,	 which	 was	 not	 permitted	 at	 the	 time.	 The	 action	 of	 murdering	 her	
children	destroyed	the	ultimate	feminine	role	she	was	required	to	perform:	that	
of	 producer,	 mother	 and	 carer.	 Medea	 demanded	 to	 be	 heard	 and	 valued,	




	 The	 experience	 of	 playing	Medea	 in	 2015	 prompted	 Kate	 Fleetwood	 to	
describe	 Cusk’s	 piece	 as	 a	 comment	 upon	 ‘cultural	 norms	…	projected	 on	 you’	
(Hewis,	 2015).	 Throughout	 the	 play	 the	 male	 figures	 attempted	 to	 deny	 her	
autonomy	and	laid	blame	at	her	door	for	the	tragedies	that	befell	her	 family;	 it	
was	suggested	that	Medea’s	dwindling	beauty,	 increased	aggression	and	lack	of	
moral	 standing	 were	 the	 causes	 of	 her	 husband’s	 infidelity.	 ‘I	 don’t	 suppose	
you’re	on	top	of	the	physical	side	of	things	yourself.	Divorce	is	very	ageing	you	
know’	(Medea,	2016).	Medea	then	chose	to	leave	her	children	in	the	care	of	their	
father	and	 live	 for	herself,	 and	when	 the	 children	 then	attempted	 to	 take	 their	
own	 lives	 she	 was	 blamed.	 As	 a	 result	 Medea	 was	 cast	 out,	 mothers	 cradling	
babies	at	 the	 school	gates	 chastised	her	 choices,	 ‘[s]he	 isn’t	 exactly	what	you’d	
call	a	normal	mother’	(Medea,	2016).		In	Cusk’s	adaptation	Medea	remained	the	
outsider	 who	 defied	 expectation	 and	 created	 her	 autonomous	 self	 through	 a	
																																																								
2	Euripides’	 ancient	 text	 told	 the	 story	of	 a	mother	 and	wife	betrayed	by	her	husband	
who	leaves	her	for	a	younger	princess.	Throughout	the	play	Medea	refuses	to	accept	her	








they	 lived.	 Due	 to	 their	 belief	 in	 the	 female’s	 capacity	 for	 emotion,	women	were	 also	




resistance	 of	 the	 laws	 that	 govern	 many	 women	 today	 and	 dictate	 the	
performance	of	their	femininity.		
Such	 a	 powerful	 argument	 for	 the	 potential	 freedom	 gained	 from	 lives	
lived	differently	 resonated	with	 interpretations	of	my	own	 female	 identity	 and	
that	 of	 young	 women	 I	 knew.	 Why	 were	 many	 of	 us	 accepting	 prescribed	
feminine	 roles	 in	 the	 ways	 that	 we	 spoke,	 acted	 and	 presented	 our	 bodies?	 I	
found	that	not	only	had	I	been	performing	in	ways	that	ensured	my	acceptance	
as	 a	 feminine	 subject	 in	wider	 society,	 but	when	 I	was	not	 (putting	on	weight,	
expressing	opinions,	displaying	assertive	behaviour,	not	shaving	and	refusing	to	
wear	makeup),	I	was	punished	(dubbed	as	bossy,	ugly,	fat,	domineering,	bitchy,	
loud)	 and	 so	 I	 would	 punish	 myself	 (excessive	 diet	 and	 exercise,	 waxing	 and	




others	 when	 she	 resisted	 predetermined	 feminine	 categories.	 This	 ancient	
character	 continues	 to	 be	 relevant	 because	 gender	 identity	 continues	 to	 be	
problematic.	 I	 found	 resonance	 with	 Cusk’s	 adaptation	 in	 my	 own	 daily	
performances	and	questioned	what	would	happen	should	I	choose	to	investigate	
them	further,	and	resist	 them	without	punishing	myself.	How	would	 I	 feel,	and	
more	 significantly,	 how	 would	 I	 be	 received	 by	 wider	 society?	 Is	 gender	 still	
performative	and	if	so	could	there	be	a	way	to	embody	a	resistance	of	feminine	
identity	 (through	a	 subversion	of	daily	acts)	 in	an	 investigation	of	how	gender	
can	in	fact	be	performed	differently?		
In	view	of	the	fact	that	I	am	a	biological	female	who	identifies	as	a	female	
and	 was	 developing	 research	 centred	 on	 my	 own	 embodiment,	 my	 study	
investigated	 the	 embodiment	 of	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	 biological	 females	 who	
identify	and	project	as	female,	thus	it	is	on	these	individuals	that	this	dissertation	
focuses4.	There	are	those	for	whom	this	binary	category	does	not	fit,	however	it	








Britain	 embody	 and	 perform	 their	 femininity	 through	 daily	 acts,	 from	 where	
these	 performances	 could	 potentially	 originate,	 the	 significance	 that	 history	





Research	 regarding	 our	 daily	 performances	 of	 gender	 has	 covered	 both	
the	 theoretical	 and	 practical	 realms	 of	 interrogation/inquiry.	 Simone	 De	
Beauvoir	 (1949)	 revealed	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 women’s	 bodies	 had	 been	
subordinated	 throughout	 history;	 Helene	 Cixous	 (1980),	 Julia	 Kristeva	 (1991)	














She	 described	 the	 performative	 as	 a	 discursive	 practice	 that	 is,	 by	 its	 very	
productive	 nature,	 not	 a	 given,	 but	 continually	 created	 as	 an	 illusion	 ‘through	
																																																								










language,	 gesture,	 and	 all	 manner	 of	 symbolic	 social	 sign’	 (1988:	 pg.	 270).	
Performativity	becomes	a	regularised	and	constrained	repetition	of	norms.	This	
repetition	then	enables	and	constitutes	a	subjects	condition.	Written	over	thirty	
years	 ago	 during	 the	 second	 wave	 feminist	 movements	 of	 the	 late	 twentieth	




determine	 how	 far	 “sex”	 was	 a	 constrained	 production,	 one	 that	 set	 certain	
controlled	 limits	 and	 norms	 that,	 if	 performed	 correctly,	 would	 qualify	 a	
biologically	female	body	as	culturally	and	historically	feminine.		
My	study	and	its	inquiry	however,	sought	to	venture	further	than	Butler	
and	 those	 who	 preceded	 and	 followed	 her	 in	 the	 development	 of	 gender	
performance	 theory.	 I	 intended	 to	 understand,	 through	 both	 experience	 and	
research,	both	sides	of	the	experiment;	the	way	that	embodied	femininity	and	a	
resistance	of	its	habits	would	make	me	feel	and	the	ways	in	which	people	would	
receive	 me	 and	 therefore	 react.	 Through	 an	 application	 of	 both	 practice	 and	
theory,	 and	 by	 becoming	 both	 research	 and	 researcher,	 I	 was	 able	 to	
experientially	 interrogate	 embodied	 femininity	 and	 the	 significance	of	 habitual	




men	and	women	over	a	period	of	 time.	 In	so	doing	 I	 intended	to	gain	a	unique	






(Allegranti,	2015:	pg.	211).	Despite	extensive	 research	 into	 the	performance	of	
gender,	and	thus	the	argument	that	femininity	and	masculinity	are	but	historical	

































these	 statistics	 is	 to	 raise	 awareness	 of	 the	 increasing	 inequality	 women	 in	
Britain	 are	 currently	 facing,	 despite	 progressions	 made	 in	 the	 past.	 O’Toole	
(2015)	agreed,	and	argued	 that	 these	 inequalities	exist	 for	a	variety	of	 reasons	
but	 primarily	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 many	 women	 are	 required	 to	
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embody	 and	 perform	 their	 femininity	 on	 a	 daily	 basis.	 As	 certain	 women	
continue	 to	 move	 through	 the	 world,	 minding	 their	 weight,	 shaving	 and	
trimming	 their	hair,	 presenting	 their	bodies	 in	 aesthetically	pleasing	ways	 and	
thus	focusing	a	significant	amount	of	energy	on	these	required	performances,	the	
embodied	 femininity	 that	 they	 cultivate	 remains	 within	 the	 realms	 of	 beauty,	





these	 inherited	 assumptions	 of	 embodied	 femininity	 through	 a	 subversion	 of	
certain	daily	habits	and	 then	move	 towards	a	creation	of	new	knowledge.	As	a	
result	 I	 have	 discovered	 that	 certain	 habits	 and	 habitual	 performances	 have	
become	such	an	integral	part	of	many	young	women’s	daily	lives	that,	to	do	away	
with	 them,	 as	 Butler	 suggests,	 would	 not	 in	 fact	 result	 in	 the	 equality	 I	 am	
searching	for.		
	 I	 suggest	 that	 the	 road	 to	 equality	 for	men	 and	women	 could	 be	 paved	
through	the	art	of	play	rather	than	complete	subversion	and	eradication.	Play	by	
its	very	nature	is	subversive	and	important	since	I	have	discovered,	through	my	
study,	 that	 there	 is	 little	 space	 to	 be	 more	 playful	 with	 the	 existing	 signs	 of	
femininity	and	masculinity.	I	argue	that	the	problem	lies	not	in	constructions	of	
femininity,	 since	 I	 have	 discovered	 that	many	 take	 comfort	 in	 embodying	 and	
performing	several	of	them,	but	in	the	fact	that	they	cannot	be	played	with	freely.			
The	 boundaries	 that	 restrict	 and	 control	 behaviours	 of	 masculine	 and	
feminine	 bodies	 are	 not	 currently	 permitted	 expansion	 in	 certain	 places,	 and	
thus	 certain	young	women	are	not	 able	 to	perform	 in	ways	 that	would	 ensure	
their	 equality.	 I	 advocate	 a	 greater	 acceptance	 of	 fluid	 gender	 differences	 and	
changing	sexualities	and	genders	as	part	of	daily	life.	I	argue	that,	were	we	able	











This	 chapter	 addresses	 the	 increasing	 problem	 of	 gender	 inequality	 in	 Great	
Britain,	drawing	upon	an	analysis	of	feminist	performance	theory	to	address	the	
key	 terms	of	my	 study	 -	 sex	and	gender	 -	 and	 their	 subsequent	masculine	and	
feminine	 categories.	 Situating	 my	 research	 in	 the	 context	 of	 2016/17	 Great	
Britain,	with	a	focus	on	the	experiences	of	certain	biological	females	who	identify	
and	 project	 as	 female,	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 to	 a	 great	 extent	 that	 ‘“sex”	 [is]	 a	





thus	 define	 key	 terms	 identified	 within	 my	 study	 and	 used	 throughout	 this	
dissertation.		
	







6	There	 are	many	 individuals	born	with	both	 a	penis	 and	vagina	 (hermaphrodites),	 or	
intergender	 (The	 term	 intergender	comes	under	 the	umbrella	 of	 the	 terms	non-binary	
and	transgender	and	describes	those	persons	who	have	a	gender	 identity	that	 is	 in	the	
middle	of	 the	binary	genders	of	male	and	female.	)	persons	whose	genetalia	cannot	be	
determined	or	who	choose	to	be	a	mixture	of	both	male	and	female.	Further	to	this	there	
are	 those	 who	 are	 born	 with	 a	 penis	 but	 XX	 chromosomes	 or	 a	 vagina	 but	 XY	
chromosomes	 and	 all	 the	 variations	 in	 between.	 It	 is	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 thesis	
however	 to	delve	 into	 the	 theoretical	 research	pertaining	 to	 such	 cases	 and	how	 they	
alter	and	complicate	our	definitions	of	sex	and	gender.	









ways	 in	 which	 men	 and	 women	 are	 expected	 to	 perform	 (World	 Health	
Organisation,	2015).		
Within	 her	 work	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 gender	 in	 global	 politics	 Laura	
Shepherd	 (2010)	 observes	 that,	 ‘[i]n	 order	 to	 be	 recognisable	 to	 others	 and	
ourselves,	 our	 gender	 must	 be	 performed	 within	 particular	 cultural	 and	
historical	boundaries’	(2010:	pg.	12).	Shepherd	analyses	the	21st	century	desire	
to	 assign	 an	 individual	 to	 a	 particular	 sex	 (male	 or	 female),	 anchor	 them	 to	 a	
specific	 category	 within	 that	 sex	 (masculine	 or	 feminine)	 and	 subsequently	
interpret	 all	 that	 one	does	 in	 light	 of	 that	decision	–	we	become	 ‘recognisable’	
(2010:	pg.	12)	because	of	the	ways	in	which	we	are	performing	our	gender.	We	
interpret	 the	 actions	 others	 conduct	 on	 a	 daily	 basis	 as	 belonging	 to	 either	 a	
masculine	or	feminine	category	–	a	category	determined	by	your	male	or	female	
sex,	and	therefore	limited	by	it.		
Shepherd	postulated	 that	 such	 categories	 and	 their	 characteristics	were	
potentially	more	 pervasive	 in	 2010	 than	 they	 had	 been	 in	 the	 previous	 thirty	
years.	 She	 is	 supported	 in	 her	 claims	 by	 Lise	 Eliot	 (2012)	 who	 stated	 in	 the	




reason	 for	 and	 result	 of	 this	 being	 that	 boys	 and	 girls,	 men	 and	 women,	 are	
performing	 within	 certain	 boundaries,	 cultivated	 over	 time,	 in	 order	 to	 be	
‘recognisable’	(2010:	pg.	12)	to	wider	society.	
Eliot	(2012)	went	on	to	discuss	the	evidenced	neurological	differences	
between	 boys	 and	 girls	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 partly	 explain	 why	 this	 behaviour	
continues	 today.	 What	 she	 discovered,	 and	 subsequently	 discussed,	 is	 that	












It	 is	precisely	 these	stereotypes,	 she	argued,	which	 lead	 to	 the	anxiety	many	
parents	 may	 feel	 when	 requesting	 to	 know	 the	 sex	 of	 their	 child.	 Whilst	 I	
cannot	 do	 justice	 here	 to	 the	 full	 extent	 of	 Eliot’s	 research,	 she	 ultimately	
argued	 that	many	 parents	 continue	 to	 fear	 that	 their	 child’s	 sex	will	 dictate	
their	behaviour	in	life.		

















8	Following	 extensive	 and	 thorough	 research,	 Eliot	 found	 very	 little	 evidence	 of	 sex	



















of	 gender9.	 Sociology	 too	 makes	 distinctions	 between	 the	 terms	 sex	 and	
gender,	with	sex	being	described	as	a	set	of	biological	 traits	 that	are	used	to	
assign	 individuals	 to	 the	 categories	 of	male	 and	 female	 at	 birth,	 and	 gender	
being	more	fluid	and	used	as	a	concept	that	determines	and	then	manages	sex	










9 	WHO	 provides	 useful	 examples	 on	 their	 website	 of	 both	 sex	 and	 gender	
characteristics	 in	 order	 to	 further	 distinguish	 between	 the	 definitions	 of	 sex	 and	
gender	as	they	stand	in	2017:		
‘Some	 examples	 of	 sex	 characteristics:	 women	menstruate	 while	men	 do	 not;	 men	
have	testicles	while	women	do	not;	women	have	developed	breasts	 that	are	usually	
capable	 of	 lactating,	 while	men	 have	 not;	men	 generally	 have	more	massive	 bones	
than	women	(World	Health	Organisation,	2015)	
Some	 examples	 of	 gender	 characteristics:	 In	 the	 United	 States	 (and	 most	 other	
countries),	 women	 earn	 significantly	 less	 money	 than	 men	 for	 similar	 work;	 in	
Vietnam,	 many	 more	 men	 than	 women	 smoke,	 as	 female	 smoking	 has	 not	
traditionally	been	considered	appropriate;	in	Saudi	Arabia	men	are	allowed	to	drive	




Despite	 these	 contemporary	 definitions	 of	 sex	 and	 gender,	 the	
distinctions	 between	 them,	 and	 thus	 the	 theory	 that	 gender	 is	 in	 fact	
historically	 and	 culturally	 constituted,	 I	 argue	 that	men	 and	women	are	 still	
embodying	and	performing	their	masculinity	and	femininity	in	ways	that	will	
ensure	 they	continue	 to	be	 ‘recognisable’	 (Shepherd,	2010:	pg.	12)	 to	others	
and	 themselves.	 Not	 only	 do	 heated	 debates	 surrounding	 gender	
performativity	continue	as	a	result,	but	the	arguments	around	gender	equality	
and	 the	 subordination	 of	 women	 through	 such	 embodied	 gender	
performances	persists	today.		
Lesa	 Lockford	 (2012),	 publishing	 in	 a	 book	 on	 the	 performance	 of	
femininity	in	the	early	Twenty-First	Century,	argued	that	 ‘femininity,	with	all	
its	connotations	of	“niceness”,	“frivolity”,	and	“contrivance”,	has	been	revealed	
to	 be	 a	 social	 construction	 perpetuating	 women’s	 subordination’	 (2012:	 pg.	
33).	 Lockford	 posited	 that	 not	 only	 is	 femininity	 a	 construction	 bearing	
historical	 and	 cultural	 characteristics	 e.g.	 “niceness,	 “frivolity”	 and	
“contrivance”	 (2014:	 pg.	 33),	 but	 that	 these	 characteristics	 force	 women	 to	
continually	 perform	 in	 ways	 that	 are	 lesser	 to	 men.	 Her	 argument	 was	
repeated	 a	 year	 later	 by	 Raewyn	 Connell	 and	 Rebecca	 Pearse,	 ‘[a]spects	 of	
gender	are	not	just	boundaries,	they	are	inequalities.’	(2014:	pg.	6).	This	latest	
edition	of	their	book,	Gender:	In	World	Perspective,	not	only	discusses	the	tight	






Described	 by	 journalist	 Catherine	 Bennet	 (2017)	 as	 one	 of	 the	worst	
years	 for	 women’s	 liberation	 history,	 2016	 saw	 arguments	 and	 theories	
surrounding	 gender	 and	 gender	 equality	 become	 a	 constant	 topic	 of	
conversation	 in	Great	Britain;	 it	became	common	knowledge	 that	employers	
were	demanding	that	women	wear	certain	items	of	clothing,	such	as	heels,	to	




have	 a	 family	 (Murray	 2016);	 research	 announced	 at	 the	 world	 economic	
forum	found	that	it	would	be	170	years	before	the	pay	gap	was	closed	around	
the	world	 (Treanor,	2016);	 abortion	 rights	 in	 Ireland	were	 still	denied,	with	
one	 woman	 receiving	 a	 suspended	 sentence	 for	 taking	 abortion	 drugs	
(McDonald,	2016);	in	politics	female	voices	were	almost	invisible	in	the	Brexit	
debate	 and,	 despite	 gaining	 our	 first	 female	 Prime	 Minister	 since	 Margaret	
Thatcher,	only	29%	of	parliament	is	made	up	of	women10	(49th	 in	the	world)	
(Bennet,	 2017).	 Over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 year	 tabloids	 followed	 the	 retrial	 of	
footballer	 Ched	 Evans11	and	 the	 trolling	 of	 feminist	 blogger	 and	 journalist	
Caroline	 Criado-Perez,	who	 campaigned	 for	more	women	 to	 be	 included	 on	
British	 bank	 notes.	 In	 the	 United	 States	 of	 America	 the	 election	 of	 Donald	
Trump	 inspired	 hundreds	 of	 young	 women	 to	 run	 for	 office	 in	 fear	 of	 his	
potentially	 sexist	 attitudes	 and	 policies	 (Filipoivc,	 2017),	 and	 social	 media	
expressed	its	outrage	at	the	short	sentence	of	convicted	rapist	Brock	Turner12.		
A	sign	at	the	recent	Women’s	March	in	London	(January,	2017)	which	
read	 ‘[s]ame	 shit,	 different	 century’13,	 points	 to	 the	 argument	 that	 the	 vast	
majority	 of	 society	 are	 still	 not	 recognising	 the	 cultural	 and	 historical	
boundaries	 which	 are	 inscribed	 on	 the	 categories	 of	 masculinity	 and	
femininity	and,	as	a	result,	are	perpetuating	the	inequalities	provided	by	them.	
																																																								
10	Laura	 Bates	 argued	 in	 2014	 that	 ‘[T]oo	 often	 women	 aren’t	 being	 considered	 as	
capable	leaders	because	our	concept	of	what	leadership	is	defined	by	our	history	rather	




£50,000	 reward	 for	 information	 that	 may	 lead	 to	 his	 acquittal.	 In	 October	 of	 2016	 a	
Cardiff	jury	found	Evans	not	guilty	of	rape.	An	earlier	appeal	court	ruling,	which	allowed	
the	complainant’s	sexual	behaviour	to	be	taken	into	account	by	the	jury,	was	criticised	
by	women’s	support	groups	and	campaigners	as	 the	complainant	was	 forced	 to	reveal	
intimate	 details	 of	 her	 sex	 life	 before	 the	 court,	 thus	 suggesting	 that	 because	 of	 her	
sexual	history,	she	could	not	have	been	raped.		
12	Stanford	University	 student	Brock	Allen	Turner	was	 accused	and	 convicted	of	 three	
counts	of	sexual	assault	on	March	30th	2016.	The	conviction	carried	a	potential	sentence	
of	 fourteen	 years	 in	 prison.	 On	 the	 2nd	 of	 June	 2016	 however,	 Santa	 Clara	 County	
Superior	Court	Judge	Aaron	Persky	sentenced	Turner	to	six	months	confinement	in	the	
Santa	 Clara	 County	 jail	 to	 be	 followed	 by	 three	 years	 probation,	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	












dedicated	 to	 either	boys	or	 girls,	men	or	women,	 rather	 than	both.	A	 recent	
documentary	 on	 channel	 four	 The	 Secret	 Life	 of	 Five	 Year	 Olds	 saw	 boys	
dressing	as	girls	screaming	‘I’m	a	girl	save	me’	and	girls	dressing	as	their	male	
peers	 exclaiming	 ‘we’re	boys	 so	we	have	 to	 go	 first’	 (The	 Secret	 Life	 of	 Five	
Year	Olds,	 2017).	Gender	 and	 its	masculine	 and	 feminine	 categories	 are	 still	
dictating	the	behaviours	of	girls	and	boys	to	the	detriment,	in	my	experience,	




The	 aim	 of	my	 study	was	 to	 investigate	 and	 challenge	 the	 embodied	
social	and	historical	constructions	of	femininity,	interrogate	the	ways	in	which	
they	 may	 have	 constituted	 women’s	 subordination	 throughout	 history	 and	
how	such	subordination	could	potentially	be	challenged	through	an	embodied	
subversion/resistance	 of	 such	 constructions.	 This	 dissertation	 is	 therefore	
primarily	concerned	with	embodied	aspects	of	femininity.		
I	 argue	 that	 gender	 and	 the	 characteristics	 of	 masculinity	 and	
femininity	are	indeed	social	structures	and	constructions	that	are	learnt	from	
infancy.	 In	my	experience,	 gained	 through	 theoretical	 research	 and	practical	
experiment,	 I	 have	 found	 that	 these	 characteristics	 share	 a	 specific	
relationship	with	bodies.	Migdalek	argued	that	 ‘the	matter	of	the	body	…	is	a	
prominent	component	of	a	performance	that	can	impact	on	cultural	notions	of	
femininity	 and	masculinity’	 (2014:	 pg.	 5).	 The	 body	 is	 a	 canvas	 onto	which	
culture	 projects	 images	 of	 masculinity	 and	 femininity,	 as	 Beverly	 Skeggs	
observed	of	Butler	 (1990),	 ‘[t]o	be	 feminine	…	 is	a	mode	of	enacting	and	re-
																																																								





enacting	 of	 received	 gender	 norms	 which	 surface	 as	 so	 many	 styles	 of	 the	
flesh’	(Skeggs,	1997:	pg.	132).	
It	is	my	belief	that	the	female	body	in	particular	is	continually	inscribed	
with	 feminine	 characteristics	which	 render	 it	 in	 unequal	 opposition	 to	men	
and	 the	masculine	body.	O’Toole	went	on	 to	 suggest	 that	by	embodying	and	
performing	 aspects	 of	 femininity	 correctly	 the	 individual	 is	 likely	 to	 receive	
benefits	‘you	might	be	considered	more	sexually	attractive,	or	trustworthy,	or	
loveable’	(2015:	pg.	260).	Cultural	norms	of	femininity	govern	women’s	bodies	
and	 therefore	 the	 meaning	 of	 women’s	 oppressed	 social	 existence	 can	 be	
derived	from	these	bodies.		
By	 Breanne	 Fahs	 and	 Eric	 Swank’s	 (2015)	 definition	 ‘[e]mbodiment	
refers	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 living	 in,	 perceiving	 and	 experiencing	 the	 world	
from	the	physical	and	material	place	of	our	bodies’	(2015:	pg.	150)	and	they	
argue	 that,	 as	 a	 result,	 the	body	 is	 crucial	 to	 the	 study	of	 social	 inequalities.	
Fahs	 and	 Swank	 (2015)	 believed	 the	 body	 to	 be	 both	 object	 and	 subject,	
physical	and	immaterial	and	therefore	‘capable	of	genuine	experience’	(2015:	
pg.	150).	Rather	than	a	mere	biological	object	with	specific	physical	functions,	
the	body	 ‘serves	 as	 a	 fluid	 and	permeable	boundary	between	our	 individual	
selves	and	 the	outside	world’	 (Fahs	and	Swank,	2015:	pg.	150).	As	a	 result	 I	
will	 argue	 that	 male	 and	 female	 bodies	 gain	 meaning	 through	 the	 different	
ways	 in	 which	 we	 use	 them	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 social	 world	 around	 us.	
Society	 dictates	 and	 controls	 our	 bodies	 and	 therefore	 our	 identities,	














century	men	remain	 the	 subject	 and	women	 the	object	–	women	are	always	
the	ones	to	be	gazed	upon	and	men	to	always	be	the	gazers.	She	argued	that	
women	are	required	to	perform	in	ways	which	are	appealing	to	the	male	gaze;	
to	 appear	 attractive,	 ‘women’s	 bodies	 are	 generally	 required	 to	 be	 small,	
delicate,	 attractive	 and	 slim	 …	 the	 ideal	 feminine	 form	 “connotes	
powerlessness”’	 (2004:	 pg.	 28).	 Kruks	 (2014)	 then	 went	 on	 to	 argue,	
‘[w]omen’s	physiology	would	not	constitute	an	oppression	if	 it	were	not	that	
men	 seek	 to	 reduce	 her	 to	 these	 bodily	 attributes’	 (2014:	 pg.	 80).	 She	
suggested	 that	 the	 feminine	 subject	 would	 cease	 to	 be	 oppressed	 and	
denigrated	 if	 only	 society	 would	 cease	 to	 reduce	 women	 to	 the	 feminine	
performances	of	their	bodies.		
In	 the	 same	 year	 journalist	 Laura	 Bates	 observed	 that	 we	 are	 still	
encouraging	 young	 women	 to	 define	 themselves	 by	 their	 bodies	 and	 their	
physical	performances	of	femininity.	By	heralding	physical	appearance	above	









The	 reasons	 for	 such	 perceived	 differences	 between	 our	 embodied	
performances	 of	 masculinity	 and	 femininity,	 and	 the	 inequalities	 inscribed	
upon	 the	 feminine	 performance,	 are	 vast	 and	 far-reaching.	 It	 is	 beyond	 the	
scope	 of	 this	 dissertation	 to	 analyse	 and	 discuss	 them	 all.	 I	 have,	 however,	
identified	 key	 theorists	 and	 contributions	 to	 the	 development	 of	 feminist	
performance	theory	and,	 in	so	doing,	placed	my	study	within	 the	contexts	of	
their	 work,	 specifically	 on	 feminine	 bodies	 and	 embodiment.	 Through	 an	
analysis	 of	 the	 progression	 of	 feminist	 performance	 theory	 over	 the	 past	
century,	 I	 have	 been	 able	 to	 determine	 key	 reasons	 as	 to	 why	 sex	 is	 still	 a	
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constrained	 production,	 a	 forcible	 effect,	 how	 feminine	 performance	 has	
subsequently	 developed	 and	 why	 we	 now	 find	 ourselves	 discussing	 it	 with	
increasing	concern.		
	
The	 development	 of	 feminist	 performance	 theory:	 a	 historical	
contextualisation	
I	 contend	 that	all	of	 the	ways	 that	we	define	masculinity	and	 femininity	
are	socially	constructed	and	historically	constituted,	and	it	goes	back	as	far	as	the	
ancient	Athenians.	Both	Aristotle	and	Galens’	theories	posited	that	females	were	
imperfect	 versions	 of	 men	 and	 that	 their	 genitals	 were	 men’s	 genitals	 turned	
inside	 out;	 women	were	 therefore	 lesser	 versions	 of	men	 both	 physically	 and	
emotionally.	Such	ideas	prevailed	into	the	18th	Century	where	the	emergence	of	













Among	 the	 first	 to	 study	 and	 debate	 the	 categories	 of	 masculinity	 and	
femininity,	Freud	argued	that	patterns	of	behaviour	(masculinity	and	femininity)	
were	 in	 fact	 developed	 over	 life	 course	 and	 not	 fixed	 from	 birth.	 Whilst	 this	
marked	 a	 significant	 change	 in	 gender	 theory,	 I	 suggest	 that	 Freud’s	 work	 in	
particular	still	served	only	to	perpetuate	the	initial	theories	of	the	ancients	and	
the	ideals	of	femininity	which	had	been	cultivated	over	time.		
	 Feminist	 resistance	 to	 Freud’s	 writings	 criticised	 his	 theory	 that	
femininity	 comes	 into	 being	 because	 of	 penis	 envy,	 and	 therefore	 places	 the	
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woman	 in	 a	 devalued	 relation	 to	 the	 male	 subject,	 who	 is	 dominant.	 Kathryn	
Blake	perceived	that	‘[t]he	“normal”	resolution	of	the	Oedipus	complex	…	hinges	
on	 viewing	 the	 mother	 as	 a	 “castrated”	 and	 lesser	 being’	 (2009:	 pg.	 17).	
Psychoanalysis	became	problematic	for	feminist	theorists	therefore	as	it	reduced	
sexual	difference	to	sexual	oneness	in	a	phallocentric	society,	where	‘everything	
from	 language	 to	women’s	 sexuality	 is	 defined	 in	 relation	 to	masculine	 ideals’	
(2009:	 pg.	 17).	 Blake	 explains	 how	 Juliet	 Mitchell	 read	 Freud	 not	 as	 a	
prescription	 but	 as	 a	 description	 of	 how	 patriarchal	 culture	 and	 the	 feminine	
within	 it	 is	 produced.	 Freudian	 analysis	 names	 the	 feminine	 as	 the	 ‘dark	
continent’	 (Blake,	 2009:	 pg.	 14)	 and	 one	 which	 Freud	 admitted	 he	 had	 little	
knowledge	 of.	 It	 can	 be	 argued	 therefore	 that	 it	 does	 not	 dictate	 the	 ways	 in	
which	women	 should	 behave,	merely	 points	 to	 how	 they	 got	 there	 in	 the	 first	
place,	in	other	words,	how	femininity	has	been	developed	over	time.		
Whilst	 Freudian	 analysis	 did	 argue	 that	 femininity	 could	 not	 be	 purely	
biological	and	in	fact	included	social	and	cultural	aspects,	its	primary	conclusion	
was	 that	 femininity	 was	 ultimately	 constructed	 as	 passive.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 her	
feelings	 of	 inferiority,	 the	 feminine	 subject	was	purely	 narcissistic,	 valuing	her	
charms	 more	 highly	 due	 to	 her	 obvious	 sexual	 and	 physical	 inferiority:	 to	 be	
loved	 was	 a	 stronger	 motive	 than	 to	 love.	 Moreover,	 Blake	 contended	 that	
Freudian	 analysis	 failed	 to	 provide	 an	 idea	 of	 how	 women	 could	 ‘cleave	
themselves	 from	 these	patriarchal	 categories	 and	 rigid	 sexual	 roles’	 (2009:	pg.	
ii).	 Despite	 this,	 Freudian	 analysis	 pervaded	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 20th	 century,	












Identifying	 herself	 as	 a	 socialist	 rather	 than	 a	 feminist	 (and	 yet	
contributing	 to	 the	 feminist	 theory	 of	 performance	 accordingly)	 Simone	 De	
Beauvoir	 (1949)	 developed	 her	 theory	 of	 women	 as	 ‘other’15.	 De	 Beauvoir’s	














heart.	 She	 spoke	out	 against	 the	 fact	 that	only	beauty	 appeared	 to	be	 asked	of	
woman	 and	 argued	 that	 the	male	 should	 no	 longer	 be	 her	 superior.	 Here	 she	
continued	 to	 focus	 on	 femininity	 as	 an	 embodied	 experience	 and	 that	 to	 be	
feminine	means,	 first	 and	 foremost,	 to	 be	 physically	 attractive,	 expressing	 the	
idea	 that	 ‘attention	 to	her	physical	 appearance	 can	become	a	 real	 obsession	…	
one	must	 always	be	pretty	 in	order	 to	 conquer	 love	 and	happiness’	 (1949:	pg.	
316).		
Challenging	Freudian	analysis	directly,	De	Beauvoir	instead	posits	that	it	
is	 not	 through	 a	 feeling	 of	 inferiority	 born	 from	 an	 initial	 envy	 of	 man’s	








Throughout	 each	 chapter	 she	 moves	 through	 history	 to	 map	 the	 emergence	 of	 male	






feminine	 body	 is	 understood	 as	 different	 to	 the	 masculine	 and	 that	 the	
differences	between	them	are	invested	in	unequal	significance	to	the	detriment	
of	 women.	 Despite	 such	 a	 development	 in	 feminist	 performance	 theory	 and	 a	
move	 away	 from	 previous	 ideas	 posed	 by	 Freud,	 De	 Beauvoir	 still	maintained	




Both	 Talcott	 Parsons	 (1955)	 and	 Robert	 Stoller	 (1968)	 countered	 De	
Beauvoir’s	suggestion	that	women	begin	to	conceive	of	themselves	as	more	than	
physical	creatures	other	to	men,	but	as	autonomous	beings	capable	of	more	than	
the	 feminine	 category	 had	 previously	 allowed.	 Parsons’	 theories	 perceived	
women	as	expressive	and	men	as	instrumental.	Society	therefore	reacted	to	such	
categories	 accordingly.	 He	 treated	 the	 gender	 process	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 a	
system’s	need	for	integration	and	stability;	everyone	had	their	place	and	to	alter	
that	 would	 upset	 the	 balances	 of	 power	 and	 authority.	 Again	 femininity	 was	
confined	 to	 the	 category	 of	 passivity,	 encouraging	 women	 to	 be	 concerned	
primarily	with	 the	performance	of	 their	physical	 conduct	 in	order	 to	be	of	any	
worth	to	society.		
Stoller	 further	 argued	 that	 genitalia	 were	 an	 incontrovertible	 fact;	 the	




it	 argued	 against	 the	 tampering	 with	 and	 eradication	 of	 gender	 roles.	 Stoller	
posited	that	masculinity	and	femininity	provided	order	and	stability;	 it	was	the	
anchor.	People	decide	what	you	are	and	then	interpret	almost	everything	you	do	
in	 light	 of	 that	 decision	 (comparisons	 can	 be	 made	 here	 with	 Shepherd’s	





The	 seventies	 feminist	 movements	 in	 America	 however	 began	 to	
transform	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 gender	 and	 with	 it,	 prior	 notions	 of	 the	
categories	 of	 femininity	 and	 women’s	 embodiment	 of	 it.	 The	 second	 wave	 of	
feminism	was	characterised	by	a	desire	 to	break	down	gender	stereotypes	and	
consequently	 change	 and	 develop	 feminine	 roles,	 in	 opposition	 to	 Stoller’s	



















Within	 these	 binary	 oppositions	 listed	 above,	 Cixous	 endorses	 De	
Beauvoir’s	 concern	 that	 femininity	 is	 always	 thought	 of	 in	 opposition	 to	






on	 Cixous’	 theories	 of	 language,	Donovan	 observed	 that	 it	 is	 through	 language	




criticism	 of	 Freud	 with	 the	 argument	 that	 sexual	 difference,	 and	 thus	 gender	




Cixous	however	moved	beyond	De	Beauvoir	 toward	 the	need	 to	 change	
and	broaden	the	definitions	of	both	masculinity	and	femininity	by	amalgamating	










Here	 Cixous	 suggests	 an	 alternative	 organisation	 of	 feminine	 and	
masculine	 bodies,	 a	 liberation	 of	 the	 categories	 which	 bind	 them,	 and	 thus	 a	
change	 in	what	 amounts	 to	 ‘masculine’	 and	 ‘feminine’.	 In	 doing	 so	 she	moved	
feminist	 theory	 into	 the	 realm	 of	 action	 and	 encouraged	 women	 to	 write	 the	
body16.	 She	 called	 for	 women	 and	 girls	 to	 inscribe	 on	 their	 bodies	 their	 own	
definitions	of	femininity	rather	than	those	that	had	been	previously	dictated	for	
them.		
	 As	 a	 theatre	practitioner,	 Cixous	was	 in	 a	 position	 to	 suggest	 and	make	




















feminine	 in	 the	 theatre	 and	 argued	 that	 the	 theatre	 itself	 was	 governed	 by	
patriarchal	 structures	 of	 voyeurism	 and	 exhibition.	 As	 a	 politically	 motivated	
engagement	with	the	theatre,	Cixous	was	able	to	utilise	this	practical	medium	in	
which	dominant	representations	of	the	feminine	could	be	challenged,	reflecting	
an	 ‘unremitting	 engagement	 with	 the	 representation	 of	 subjectivity	 and	
intersubjective	 relationships’	 (Blake,	 1996:	 21)	 In	 so	 doing	 the	 work	 ‘...	 can	
escape	 infernal	 repetition	 …	 it	 writes	 itself	 where	 it	 dreams,	 where	 it	 invents	
new	worlds’	(Blake,	1996:	21).		
French	theorists	Luce	Irigaray	(1985)	and	Julia	Kristeva	(1991)	furthered	
Ciouxs’	 work	 by	 suggesting	 ways	 in	 which	 to	 potentially	 subvert	 existing	
definitions	of	femininity.	Through	works	such	as	Strangers	to	Ourselves	(1991)17,	
Kristeva	developed	feminist	performance	theory	in	her	analysis	of	and	return	to	
language,	which	 she	 too	 argued	was	 inherent	 in	 our	 treatment	 of	women	 and	
specifically	 in	 our	 definitions	 of	 femininity.	 Kristeva	 maintained	 Cixous’	
argument	 that	 the	 words	 we	 use	 to	 describe	 women	 e.g.	 beautiful,	 pretty,	
gorgeous,	 stunning	 etc.	 (as	 opposed	 to	 the	 words	 often	 used	 for	 men:	 brave,	
intelligent,	assertive,	strong	etc.),	teach	them	that	to	be	a	woman,	to	be	feminine,	
















another:	 ‘”masculine”	 to	 connote	 “active”	 …	 “feminine”	 to	 connote	 “passive”’	
(1985:	 pg.	 15).	 She	 argued	 that	 ‘an	 earlier	 control	 of	 her	 [woman’s]	 excretory	
functions,	 a	 greater,	 more	 lively	 intelligence,	 a	 better	 disposition	 toward	 the	
external	world’	(1985:	pg.	21)	were	precious	attributes	of	femininity	that	needed	
to	change	in	order	for	women	to	occupy	an	equal	place	in	society.		
All	 such	 theorists	 were	 analysing	 and	 debating	 femininity	 and	 its	
embodiment.	 They	 perceived	 that	 the	 categories	 that	 had	 characterised	
femininity	throughout	history	were	in	fact	culturally	and	historically	constituted.	




developing	 key	 strategies	 for	 subverting	 gender	 in	 order	 to	 change	 our	
embodied	performances	of	it,	and	so	her	inquiry	forms	the	basis	of	my	study18.	
																																																								
18	When	 speaking	 of	 “sex”	 as	 a	 ‘constrained	 production’	 (Butler,	 1993:	 23)	 Butler	




By	 being	 constrained	 however,	 this	 production/presentation	 can	 severely	 restrict	 the	
scope,	extent	and	activity	of	that	body,	confining	it	to	a	specific	category	of	masculine	or	
feminine,	a	category	in	which	there	are	strict	rules.	
Forcible	 therefore	 refers	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 such	 a	 production	 by	 force.	 It	
produces	a	powerful	effect	which	has	significant	bearing	on	the	life	of	the	individual.	To	
force	our	bodies	to	perform	in	a	certain	way	in	order	to	qualify	is	to	convince	ourselves;	
to	 create	 irrefutable	 reasons	 as	 to	why	we	are	doing	 so,	 ‘punitively	 regulated	 cultural	
fictions	that	are	alternately	embodied	and	disguised	under	duress’	(Butler,	1988:	522).	
These	 so-called	 reasons	 then	 become	 so	 imbedded	 within	 our	 day-to-day	 living	 that	
they	 become	 irrefutable,	 natural,	 and	 are	 the	 very	 reason	why	 they	 are	 so	 difficult	 to	
break	from.		
These	 irrefutable,	 natural,	 day-to-day	 practices	 for	 which	 we	 create	 reason	
pertaining	 to	 their	 existence	 become	 ‘limits’.	 A	 limit	 by	 definition	 is	 a	 point	 or	 level	
beyond	which	 something	does	not	 or	may	not	 extend	or	 pass	 (Dictionary.com,	 2016).	









time,	 and	 that	 the	 body	 in	 particular	 was	 an	 historical	 idea	 rather	 than	 a	
biological	 fact;	 bodies	 gain	 meaning	 through	 their	 constant	 expression	 in	 the	
















In	 her	 development	 of	 feminist	 performance	 theory	 however,	 Butler	
(1988)	 impressed	upon	her	readers	the	 importance	of	an	individual’s	ability	to	
subvert	the	norms	of	femininity,	altering	ones	embodied	performance	of	it	as	the	
only	 way	 to	 overcome	 the	 inequalities	 subsumed	 by	 it,	 ‘to	 offer	 alternative	





If	 produced/performed	 one’s	 body	 will	 qualify	 as	 masculine	 or	 feminine	 and	






their	 gender	 and	 therefore	 free	 themselves	 from	 such	 oppression,	 ‘what	
possibilities	exist	 for	 the	 cultural	 transformation	of	 gender	 through	such	acts?’	
(1988:	 pg.	 521).	 In	 asking	 such	 a	 question	 she	 analysed	 the	 positions	 and	
regulatory	 fictions	by	which	 femininity	 in	particular	had	come	 to	be	known,	 in	
ways	 which	 allowed	 for	 their	 destabalisation	 and	 denaturalisation	 through	 a	
process	of	unfaithful	or	subversive	repetitions	that	foregrounded	the	undeniable	
play	of	multiple	definitions	of	femininity.	Not	only	did	she	further	prove	that	sex	
was	 in	 fact	 a	 constrained	 production,	 a	 forcible	 effect,	 but	 that	 by	 this	 very	
provocation,	 the	 limits	 which	 created	 and	 qualified	 feminine	 bodies	 could	 be	
toppled	and	altered,	paving	the	way	for	the	inequalities	that	resided	within	such	
limits	to	begin	to	be	eradicated.		
With	 these	 apparent	 solutions	 to	 the	 continuing	 problem	 of	 gender	
inequality,	 it	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 there	 should	 now	be	 little	 need	 for	 a	 study	
such	 as	 mine.	 Post-feminist	 attitudes	 of	 the	 late	 eighties	 and	 early	 nineties	
debated	 such	 an	 argument.	Butler	 and	 those	before	her	 had	 laid	 out	 clear	 and	
seemingly	simple	ways	in	which	to	subvert	the	characteristics	of	femininity	and,	
in	so	doing,	encouraged	women	to	rewrite	them	to	their	own	ends.	Despite	this	




Despite	 Butler’s	 development	 of	 feminist	 performance	 theory	 and	 her	
furthering	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 gender,	 and	 more	 specifically	 femininity,	 was	
performative,	the	nineties	saw	a	regression	of	such	developments	and	a	return	to	
the	 ways	 in	 which	 women	 had	 been	 perceiving	 themselves	 thirty	 years	
previously.	The	nineties	was	an	era	of	post-feminism	where	it	was	suggested	that	









Pay	 Act.	 The	Women’s	 Liberation	 Movement,	 who	 had	 been	 the	 driving	 force	
behind	 the	 passing	 of	 such	 reforms,	 became	 fragmented	 and	 a	 period	 of	
uncertainty	was	setting	in	(Griffin,	1995).		
Within	 the	 introduction	 of	 their	 contribution	 to	 Gabriele	 Griffin’s	 work	
(1995)	 Feminist	 Activism	 in	 the	 1990s,	 Julie	 Bindel,	 Kate	 Cook	 and	 Liz	 Kelly	
argued	 that	 in	 the	 1990s	 ‘[t]he	 impact	 of	 simplistic	 identity	 politics	 fuelled	
divisions	among	women,	and	created	 tension	and	mistrust’	 (1995:	pg.	65).	The	
sexual	 revolutions20	of	 the	 second	wave	 feminist	movements	 did	 not	 have	 the	
effect	 of	 liberating	women	 in	 the	ways	many	had	hoped21.	 In	her	 essay	on	 the	
beautification	 of	 the	 male	 body,	 Susan	 Bordo	 (1999)	 argued	 that	 despite	 the	
increase	in	voyeuristic	images	of	men,	the	situation	for	women	‘has	changed	very	
little’	(1999:	pg.	191),	saying	that	men	still	act	in	these	images	even	when	we	are	
invited	 to	 watch,	 and	 yet	 women	 still	 seem	 to	 just	 appear.	 The	 case	 was	 also	
made	that	many	women	in	Britain	felt	as	though	the	second	wave’s	rejection	of	
femininity	 had	 in	 fact	 robbed	 them	 of	 characteristics	 they	 had	 once	 enjoyed	
embodying	and	performing.	As	a	result	Elaine	Aston	and	Geraldine	Harris	(2006)	








or	 practicing	 sex	 were	 removed	 in	 the	 1960s,	 promoting	 conversation,	 and	 the	
development	 of	music,	 books,	 film	 and	 television	 to	 speak	more	 openly	 and	 explicitly	
about	 sex	 and,	 in	 particular,	 the	 sexual	 experience	 of	women.	 The	 introduction	 of	 the	
first	 contraceptive	 pill	 in	 1960	 only	 served	 to	 then	 encourage	 discussions	 of	 safe	 sex:	
men	and	women	were	openly	speaking	about	having	sex	for	pleasure	for	the	first	time	
and	 liberating	women	 from	 the	 fear	 of	 unwanted	 pregnancy.	 Such	 developments	 and	




the	 eighteenth	 and	 nineteenth	 centuries,	 if	 you	weren’t	 you	were	 seen	 as	 a	 harlot	 or	
whore.	 This	 has	 now	 been	 reversed	 ‘women	 took	 control	 of	 and	 expressed	 their	
sexuality	and	are	now	defined	by	it’	(Skeggs,	1997:	131).		
22The	 Aftermath	 of	 Feminism,	published	 in	 2009,	 enquires	 into	 the	 state	 of	 feminism,	
discussing	 arguments	 of	 post-feminism	 in	 the	21st	 century.	McRobbie	 interrogates	 the	
politics	 of	 sexual	 equality	 and	 in	 turn	 sets	 down	 a	 new	 theory	 for	 gender	 power.	 She	
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suggest	 still	 pervades	 today,	 that	 falsely	 sold	 the	 promise	 of	 female	
empowerment	through	sexual	liberation.	Such	an	attitude	served	only	to	fuel	the	








Feminists	 are	 often	 accused,	 via	 the	 Internet	 and	 social	media,	 of	 being	
aggressive,	man	hating	and	ultimately	unfeminine23.	Femininity,	 it	would	seem,	









been	 placing	 limits	 upon	 us	 in	 order	 to	 qualify	 our	 bodies	 as	 feminine,	 the	
characteristics	of	which	have	become	more	rigid	than	ever.	
The	Everyday	Sexism	project,	an	 initiative	 that	 invites	women	 to	record	
everyday	experiences	of	sexism,	garnered	over	25,000	entries	and	spread	to	15	
countries	 within	 a	 year.	 By	 2015	 the	 number	 of	 entries	 had	 reached	 over	
100,000.	Bates	has	recently	described	the	response	as	overwhelming,	
																																																																																																																																																														
challenges	 the	 assumptions	 that	 derive	 from	 post-feminism	 concerning	 the	 ‘end	 of	





rejection	of	 feminism	took	the	 form	of	statements	such	as,	 ‘It	has	 turned	 from	a	rights	
movement	to	a	sexist,	corrupt,	hateful	organization’,	 ‘I	respect	all	humans,	not	 just	one	


























through	 the	continuing	demonization	of	 their	bodies	on	a	day	 to	day	basis	and	
the	 mixed	 messages	 they	 receive	 as	 a	 result;	 mothers	 vilified	 for	 public	
breastfeeding,	for	example,	and	young	women	asked	what	they	were	wearing	the	
night	 they	 were	 sexually	 assaulted.	 Whilst	 women	 are	 seemingly	 denigrated	
when	they	present	their	bodies	in	ways	that	are	interpreted	as	unattractive	and	
thus	 performing	 incorrectly	 (breastfeeding),	 they	 are	 also	 criticized	 when	
performing	too	well	and	are	therefore	often	blamed	if	sexually	assaulted.		
In	 the	 same	 year	 of	 Gay’s	 publication,	 statistics	 revealed	 that	 girls	 as	






diet,	 fashion	 and	 cosmetic	 industry	 growth	 and	 social	 expectations	 is,	 by	 my	
perception,	 difficult	 to	 deny;	 in	 my	 experience,	 to	 be	 feminine	 today	 still	
ultimately	 means	 to	 be	 physically	 attractive.	 As	 a	 result,	 women	 treat	 their	
bodies	 as	 ‘things	 and	 commodities	 to	 be	 altered,	 poked,	 prodded	 and	 judged’	
(Kruks,	 2014:	 pg.	 86).	Ultimately,	 Bates	 argued	 that	 ‘femininity’	must	manifest	
itself	 [as]	 sexualised	 and	 submissive.	The	 lines	 are	 stark	 and	uncompromising.	
The	instructions	are	clear.	(2014:	pg.	107).		
Young	 women	 in	 university	 learning	 environments	 identical	 to	 those	 I	
have	 been	 studying	 and	 developing	 my	 work	 within	 are	 similarly	 affected.	 In	
2009	 the	 National	 Union	 of	 Students	 carried	 out	 a	 survey	 into	 the	 increasing	





at	my	own	 institution,	 evening	events	 titled	School	Disco	echo	 the	multitude	of	
other	 events	 which	 take	 place	 at	 various	 UK	 universities;	 ‘Tarts	 and	 Vicars,	














25	Participants	 of	 the	 NUS	 survey	 defined	 Lad	 Culture,	 a	 popular	 phrase	 coined	 at	
universities	 across	 Great	 Britain,	 as	 ‘a	 group	 or	 ‘pack’	 mentality	 residing	 in	 activities	










This	 discrimination	 does	 not	 end	 with	 student	 social	 life.	 Through	 the	
Everyday	Sexism	Project,	many	university	students	reported	direct	experiences	




order	 to	 be	 a	 successful	 scientist,	 you	 had	 to	 possess	 ‘male	 traits’	 such	 as	
competitiveness,	 confidence	 and	 impatience.	 It	 was	 also	 mentioned	 that	 the	
decision	to	have	children	may	be	problematic	for	women	working	in	the	sciences	
as	they	may	have	to	ensure	they	find	‘understanding	husbands’	(Bates,	2014:	pg.	
133).	Boris	 Johnson’s	tweet	 in	2013	that	suggested	that	the	 increase	 in	women	
attending	university	in	Malaysia	was	due	to	their	desire	to	find	a	husband,	was	





and	within	 cultural	 and	 historical	 boundaries,	 those	 boundaries	 are	 still	 being	
inscribed	 on	 female	 bodies,	 thus	 enforcing	 the	 inequalities	 which	 place	
femininity	 and	 its	 female	 performers	 as	 lesser	 than	 their	 masculine	 counter-
parts.	Through	both	practical	and	theoretical	research,	I	have	found	that	not	only	
is	 “sex”	 still	 a	 constrained	production,	 a	 forcible	 effect	 (Butler,	 1993),	 but	 that	
young	women	 in	Britain	 still	 do	 not	 possess	 the	 freedom	 to	 act	 outside	 of	 the	











so	 that	 our	 genetic	 inheritance	 can	 be	 expressed	 in	 unprecedented	ways.	 Like	
Cixous,	 Irigaray	and	Butler	before	her,	she	observes	that	we	have	the	ability	 to	
shift	the	ways	in	which	we	embody	and	perform	our	femininity	in	order	to	move	
towards	 altering	 the	 inequalities	 that	 are	 constituted	 by	 them.	 This	 shifting	 I	
have	 discovered	 need	 not	 be	 a	 complete	 subversion	 and/or	 eradication	 of	
feminine	behaviours	however.		
In	March	of	 2016	 I	 conducted	 an	 interview	with	Roanna	Mitchell27	who	
discussed	 the	 theory	 of	 play	 within	 the	 context	 of	 my	 study.	 She	 argued	 that	
embodied	 social	 constructs,	 such	 as	masculinity	 and	 femininity,	 are	 difficult	 to	
break	 from	 simply	 because	 we	 live	 in	 a	 world	 with	 others	 who	 abide	 by	 and	
communicate	with	each	other	through	them.	Further	to	this	it	can	be	argued	that	
simply	 by	 performing	 in	 a	 different	 way	 does	 not	 stop	 it	 remaining	 a	
performance.	What	we	can	attempt	to	practice	however	is	the	art	of	play	and	of	
being	more	 playful	with	 the	ways	 in	which	we	 embody	 the	 signs	 and	 systems	





social	 situations	 I	 have	discovered	 that	 there	 is	 virtually	no	 freedom	or	 choice	
and	 certain	 women	 are	 conditioned,	 to	 their	 detriment,	 by	 their	 embodied	
performances.	 There	 are	 those	 however,	 including	 myself,	 who	 have	 been	
defined	 by	 them	 and	 built	 their	 identity	 around	 them.	 To	 eradicate	 such	
practices	 in	 the	pursuit	of	equality	 therefore	may	have	a	more	negative	 impact	




27 	Mitchell’s	 phd	 investigates	 the	 commercial	 performance	 industry	 and	 the	
conceptualisation	 of	 the	 cultural	 view	 of	 the	 body	 as	 a	 servant	 which	 encourages	






This	 idea	 of	 ‘gender-bending’	 primarily	 concerns	 the	 ability	 of	 women,	
and	men,	 to	explore	and	play	with	 the	embodied	categories	of	masculinity	and	
femininity	 in	 order	 to	 expand	 their	 boundaries.	 Following	 in	 the	 footsteps	 of	
Butler,	O’Toole	(2015)	observes	‘[t]hinking	of	gender	as	a	kind	of	performance	–	
as	a	series	of	acts	that	can,	with	conscious	intent,	be	rewritten	–	is	an	idea	with	
revolutionary	 power’	 (2015:	 pg.	 4).	 By	 giving	 young	 women	 the	 freedom	 to	
change	these	embodied	performances	and	act	outside	of	the	gender	role	deemed	




what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 feminine	 today	 and	 therefore	 challenge	 some	 of	 the	













regular	 features	of	women’s	embodied	performances	of	 femininity	 in	Britain	 in	
2016;	dieting,	shaving,	wearing	makeup	and	appropriately	feminine	clothes	and	
using	 sanitary	 products	 during	 menstruation,	 and	 resisted	 them.	 Over	 five	
months	 I	 strove	 to	 challenge	 my	 own	 embodied	 femininity	 through	 a	 lived	
experience	of	its	subversion.	In	so	doing	I	contend	that	I	was	able	to	present	an	
alternative	feminine	body,	reopening	the	boxes	and	expanding	the	definitions	of	
femininity	 that	 we	 know	 today.	 This	 embodied	 and	 experiential	 practice,	










































In	 her	 publication	 Undoing	 Gender,	 Butler	 asked	 ‘what	 makes	 for	 a	
liveable	world	…	what	makes	my	own	 life	bearable	…	what	makes,	or	ought	 to	
make,	 the	 lives	 of	 others	 bearable?’	 (2004:	 pg.	 17).	 She	 suggested	 that	 we	
examine	the	ways	in	which	gender	is	embodied	and	performed,	and	how	it	can	
be	undone	 and	 embodied	 and	performed	differently	 in	 order	 to	 create	 a	more	
liveable	 world,	 a	 more	 bearable	 life,	 first	 for	 ourselves	 and	 then	 for	 others.	
Commenting	 on	 Butler’s	 work	 in	 the	 introduction	 of	 her	 book	 over	 a	 decade	
later,	Allegranti	 outlined	her	 focus	on	how	 ‘gender	 can	be	 re-done	or	 ‘remade’	
through	 the	 body	 in	 dance	 movement	 practice’	 (2015:	 pg.	 5).	 A	 focus	 on	 an	
embodied	 and	 experiential	 method	 of	 practice,	 and	 its	 ability	 to	 alter	 our	
everyday	performances	for	the	better,	was	therefore	key	to	the	investigation	of	
my	inquiry	and	forms	the	basis	of	this	chapter.		
Through	 an	 examination	 and	 resistance	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 I	 had	
previously	been	embodying	and	performing	social	and	historical	constructions	of	









	 Migdalek	 described	 embodied	 performance	 as	 ‘performance	 that	 occurs	
on,	with,	through,	around	and	via	bodies’	(2014:	pg.	5).	His	book	The	Embodied	
Performance	of	Gender	 referred	 to	 the	 everyday	 bodily	 practices	 and	 habits	 of	
biologically	 male	 and	 female	 bodies;	 embodiment28 	‘that	 which	 is	 manifest	
																																																								
28	There	are	various	 topics	of	 embodiment:	 the	 racialization	of	bodies,	 the	aging	body,	
the	 fat	 body,	 the	 disabled	 body	 and	 previous	 research	 has	 been	 conducted	 into	
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through	 the	 body	 and	 over	which	 human	 beings	 have	 some	 form	 of	 corporeal	
government’	(Migdalek,	2014:	pg.	5).	Viewing	bodies	as	matter,	Migdalek	argued	
that	 through	 what	 they	 perform	 (habits	 and	 daily	 practices)	 and	 the	 ways	 in	
which	they	do	it,	the	bodies	of	those	who	project	as	male	and	those	who	project	
as	female	can	create	and	communicate	masculinity	and	femininity.		
Writing	 a	 year	 later	Allegranti	 integrated	 creative	practice	 and	 rigorous	
scholarship	 in	 her	 investigations	 into	 sexuality,	 gender	 and	 the	 body,	
demonstrating	how	connecting	disciplines	 can	develop	knowledge.	She	posited	
that	 embodiment	 was	 a	 working	 definition,	 a	 ‘process	 and	 one	 that	 changes	
according	 to	 our	 lived	 experiences	 over	 time’	 (2015:	 pg.	 2).	 Allegranti	 argued	
that	by	interrogating	these	‘lived	experiences’	(2015:	pg.	2)	through	performance	
practice,	 we	 can	 attempt	 to	 undo	 and	 then	 re-do	 embodied	 performances	 of	
gender	and	perhaps	move	towards	more	ethical	ways	of	doing	life,	as	Butler	had	
suggested.		
Drama	 is	 an	 embodied	 practice	 and	 pursuing	 my	 inquiry	 through	 this	
medium	was	therefore	paramount	to	my	investigation	into	and	challenge	of	the	
embodied	 social	 and	 historical	 constructions	 of	 femininity.	 Women	 have	
exploited	theatre	and	performance	art	in	the	past	to	construct	alternative	sets	of	





















creation	 of	 a	 fairer	 world	 for	 women.	 Casey	 Jenkins’	Vaginal	 Knitting	 in	 2013	



















performance	 can	 question	 existing	 conventions	 and	 begin	 to	 construct	
																																																								
29	Artists	 such	 as	 Karen	 Finley	 and	 Bonnie	 Sherk	 used	 performance	 art	 as	 a	 way	 of	
demonstrating	 the	 objectification	 of	 women.	 In	 her	 performance	 Identity	 and	 the	 Self	
Sherk	 ‘chose	an	 image	of	 elegant	 “femininity”	 for	deconstruction’	 (Forte,	 J.	 1988:	219)	
and	 in	 so	 doing	 both	 accepted	 and	 rejected	 appearances	 for	women	 as	 she	 described	












Gender	 and	 gendered	 ways	 of	 being	 (masculinity	 and	 femininity)	 are	
linguistic	 categories	 that	 Goodman	 and	 De	 Gay	 (2002)	 argue	 ‘we	 can	 scarcely	
think	 beyond’	 (2002:	 pg.	 6).	Not	 dissimilar	 to	 the	 linguistic	 theories	 of	 Cixous,	







Practical	 performative	 techniques	 however	 can	 hold	 traditional	 linguistic	
understandings	 of	 femininity	 up	 for	 inspection,	 and	 present	 women’s	 own	
experiences	 and	 definitions	 of	 that	 femininity,	 ‘the	 utilisation	 of	 the	 body	 in	
performance	 may	 …	 provide	 an	 alternative	 order	 to	 the	 symbolic	 order	 of	
language	itself’	(Goodman	and	DeGay,	2002:	pg.	6).		
I	 subsequently	developed	 a	 language	of	 the	body	 through	 a	 language	of	
the	 theatre	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 interrogate	 and	 challenge	 social	 and	 historical	
constructions	 of	 embodied	 femininity.	 As	 a	 result	 I	 developed	 a	 greater	
understanding	of	my	body,	its	relationship	to	the	social	world	and	thus	the	ways	
in	which	it	is	often	oppressed.	By	actively	resisting	certain	embodied	categories	
of	 femininity,	 I	was	able	to	experience	and	present	an	alternative	 image	of	that	
embodied	 femininity,	 one	 that	 reveled	 in	 the	 differences	 of	 our	 constantly	
changing	and	flawed	forms	and	overcame	certain	linguistic	definitions	that	I	had	
previously	 been	 following	 (passive,	 pretty/beautiful,	 sexy	 etc.).	 I	 advocate	 that	




construction	 in	 ways	 that	 could	 not	 have	 been	 done	 through	 writing	 alone.	
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Practice	 allowed	 me	 to	 build	 alternative	 sets	 of	 values	 that	 encompassed	 an	
array	of	different	ways	of	being	feminine.		
The	 method	 of	 this	 practical	 research	 followed	 practitioner	 Robin	
Nelson’s	know-how	methodology;	 learning	 through	experience.	Quoting	 female	
performance	 artist	 Marina	 Abramovic	 in	 his	 book	 Practice	 as	 Research	 in	 the	
Arts:	 Principles,	 Protocols,	 Pedagogies	 and	 Resistances,	 Nelson	 refers	 to	
experiential	research	as	integral	to	the	discovery	of	new	knowledge,	‘knowledge	
comes	from	experience	…	it	 is	something	that	runs	through	our	system’	(2013:	
pg.	52).	Further	 to	 this	Kruks	believed	 that	experience	alone	was	what	needed	
explaining	 and	 therefore	 ‘it	 …	 follows	 that	 the	 nature	 of	 experiencing	 self,	 or	
‘subject’,	becomes	what	needs	explaining’	(2014:	pg.	77).		
Through	 a	 lived	 experience	 and	 documentation	 of	 my	 embodied	 self,	 I	
discovered	the	specific	behaviours	that	often	qualify	certain	biologically	 female	
bodies	 as	 feminine	 and	 thus	 frequently	 render	 them	 unequal,	 and	 in	
subordination	to	the	masculine.	This	documentation	took	the	form	of	a	diary	and	
an	 anonymous	 blog,	 written	 throughout	 the	 five	 months.	 Both	 diary	 and	 blog	
documented	images,	recordings,	thoughts,	 feelings	and	responses	regarding	my	
embodied	experience.	This	documentation	provided	key	evidence	of	the	ways	in	




based	 upon	 Nelson’s	 model,	 used	 aspects	 of	 all	 knowledge,	 from	 explicit	 to	
tacit30.	 It	 sought	 to	 establish	 an	 articulation	 of	 knowledge	 through	 experience	













subject.	 Practice	 not	 only	 developed	 a	 personal	 understanding	 of	 my	 own	
embodiment,	 but	 provided	 my	 study	 with	 a	 framework	 for	 an	 embodied	
performance	that	highlighted	issues	a	few	other	young	women	faced	every	day;	
verbal	and	non-verbal,	questions	of	language	and	visual	representation.	I	became	




From	 January	 to	 June	 2016	 I	 identified	 and	 then	 resisted	 five	 cultural	
behaviours	 of	 many	 women’s	 every	 day	 performances	 of	 femininity;	 shaving,	
using	 sanitary	 products	 during	 menstruation,	 dieting,	 wearing	 makeup,	 and	
adorning	 appropriately	 feminine	 clothes.	 This	 resistance	 formed	 the	 practical	
process	of	my	inquiry	and	is	discussed	below.	The	process	then	culminated	in	a	
final	 performance	 where	 not	 only	 did	 I	 share	 the	 new	 knowledge	 gained,	 but	
sought	to	decide	for	myself	how	I	now	wished	to	play	with	the	embodied	daily	
performances	of	my	own	femininity.		
Everyday	 performances	 here	 refer	 to	 actions,	 habits,	 and	 practices	 e.g.	
sleeping,	 eating,	 exercising,	 speaking,	 shaving,	 wearing	 makeup,	 wearing	
particular	clothes	etc.	They	are	embodied	daily	rituals	performed	on	and	through	
the	female	body,	which	I	argue	are	dictated	by	the	feminine	category,	rendering	
women	 unequal	 in	 society.	 These	 habits	 create	 habitual	 performances	 that	
become	natural	processes	of	everyday	 life,	without	which	 it	may	be	difficult	 to	
function,	 as	 David	 T.	 Neal,	 et	 al.	 (2006)	 stated	 ‘contemporary	 research	 in	





my	belief	however,	 that	embodiment	of	 these	daily	habits	presents	 little	harm,	
where	 the	 problem	 lies	 is	 in	 the	meaning	 invested	 in	 the	 reasons	 behind	 said	








‘There	 is	 nothing	 worse	 than	 a	 woman	 with	 body	 hair’	 (Emer	 O'Toole	
Interview	This	Morning,	2012).	From	the	age	of	eleven	a	sentiment	much	like	this	
one	was	 accepted	 as	 absolute	 among	 the	 adolescent	women	 in	my	 school.	We	








As	 the	hair	on	my	 legs	and	armpits	grew	during	 the	months	 following	 January	
2016,	 peers	 frequently	 used	words	 such	 as	 ‘brave,	 ‘crazy’,	 and	 ‘unfeminine’	 to	
describe	me.	A	few	of	the	responses	included,	‘let	me	see’,	‘I	think	my	boyfriend	
would	 disown	me	 if	 I	 let	my	 pits	 get	 like	 that’,	 ‘I	 didn’t	 realise	 if	 you	 left	 it,	 it	
would	get	like	a	man’s	armpit’.		
These	 attitudes	 are	 preserved	 and	 spread	 throughout	 Great	 Britain.	 In	
June	2015	Cosmedics	UK	revealed	 that	73%	of	women	 felt	pressure	 to	remove	
hair	 from	 their	 bodies,	 with	 only	 8%	 having	 not	 done	 so	 in	 the	 past	 twelve	
months31	(CosmedicsUK,	 2015).	 This	 was	 a	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	 58%	 of	 men	
aged	 16-24	 who	 expressed	 similar	 feelings	 of	 pressure	 to	 remove	 body	 hair	
(CosmedicsUK,	 2015).	 Fahs	 and	 Swank	 further	 concurred,	 stating	 that,	 in	
America,	‘most	men	feel	entitled	to	choose	the	degree	to	which	they	will	remain	
hairy,	 while	 women	 do	 not	 feel	 entitled	 to	 similar	 levels	 of	 choice’	 (2015:	
pg.157).	 A	 current	 British	 advertising	 campaign	 by	 Gilette	 Venus,	 featuring	
television	presenter	Emma	Willis,	uses	the	following	phrase,	‘because	gorgeous,	







Several	 of	 my	 peers	 who	watched	my	 embodied	 experiment	 expressed	
their	 desire	 to	 remove	 body	 hair	 as	 a	marker	 of	 femininity	 and	 respectability.	
One	work	colleague	suggested	that	I	would	not	be	‘getting	any’	over	the	next	five	
months.	 As	 I	 faced	 continuing	 appraisals	 of	myself	 as	 ‘manly,	 unattractive	 and	
gross’	 (Fahs	and	Swank,	2015:	pg.	157),	 I	became	aware	of	how	 important	 the	
removal	of	my	body	hair	was	to	my	sexual	attractiveness.	With	the	pubic	region	
as	 the	 third	most	 popular	 area	 for	 hair	 removal,	 this	 fact	 became	 increasingly	
obvious.	 In	 the	past	 certain	women	have	provided	 reasons	 for	pubic	grooming	
that	include	‘it	makes	me	feel	attractive’,	‘men	prefer	it’	and	‘I	feel	more	feminine’	
(Fahs,	2014).		
Fahs	 has	written	 extensively	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 female	 body	 hair,	 and	 in	
2014	she	conducted	a	practical	study	involving	two	groups	of	women	(one	who	
continued	 to	 shave,	 the	 other	 didn’t)	 and	 documented	 their	 experiences.	 Fahs	
argued	 that	 ‘[t]oday,	 both	 mainstream	 films	 and	 advertisements,	 as	 well	 as	
pornography,	 generally	 promote	 women’s	 hairlessness	 as	 an	 absolute	 default’	










and	would	 cover	 up	when	 I	 could,	 lacking	 the	 confidence	 to	 bare	my	 legs	 and	
armpits,	 feeling	 ultimately	 unfeminine	 due	 to	 the	 aforementioned	 pressure	 to	
conform	 to	 the	 feminine	 ideal	 of	 a	hairless	body.	The	practice	of	 removing	my	








become	more	 difficult	 to	 hide	 but	 I	 began	 to	 think	 that	 I	 should	 not	 have	 to.	
Shaving,	plucking	and	waxing	was	a	painful	experience	and	one	that	I	had	been	
freed	from.	More	importantly	however,	I	refused	to	feel	horror	and	shame	for	a	
part	 of	 my	 body	 that	 was	 doing	 no	 harm.	 I	 found	 myself	 rejecting	 notions	 of	
















other	 products	 are	 primarily	 used	 by	 many	 women	 for	 comfort	 and	 to	 avoid	
soiling	 clothes.	 The	 shame,	 embarrassment	 and	 fear	 attached	 to	menstruation	






schematically,	 into	 two	 types:	 excremental	 and	 menstrual.	 Neither	 tears	 nor	





of	human	 life	 [that]	evokes	 fear,	disgust	and	comparison	to	 toxic	waste’	 (2011:	
pg.	1)	–	they	too	argued	that	menstruation	was	to	be	located	in	the	abject.		
Throughout	 history	 and	 around	 the	 world	 the	 majority	 of	 women	 are	
socialised	 to	 be	 ashamed	 of	 and	 embarrassed	 by	 their	 monthly	 bleed,	
‘[c]ontainment	 of	 menstruation,	 hiding	 menstrual	 products,	 and	 managing	
menstrual	 odours	 are	 all	 imposed	 upon	 women’	 (Fahs	 and	 Swank,	 2015:	 pg.	





For	 five	months	 I	did	not	wear	any	product	 to	keep	 the	evidence	of	my	
menstruation	out	of	sight.	I	became	increasingly	aware	of	my	own	paranoia	and	
the	 fear	 of	 publicising	my	monthly	 bleed.	 I	 recognised	 advertisements	 for	 the	
products	 I	 had	 stopped	 buying	 and	 their	 emphasis	 on	 secrecy,	 avoidance	 of	
embarrassment	 and	 freshness	 ‘nothing,	 not	 even	 a	 period	 should	 get	 in	 a	
woman’s	way	…	as	a	woman	I	can	step	aside	or	I	can	step	up	the	game’	(Always	
Ultra	 Sanitary	 Pads	 with	 DJ	 Phoebe	 D’Abo,	 2016).	 Not	 only	 are	 women	





Refusing	 to	 wear	 sanitary	 products	 was	 uncomfortable	 and	 often	
embarrassing,	my	 confidence	 decreased	 and	 I	 became	 preoccupied	 during	 the	
weeks	of	my	menstruation,	checking	my	clothes	and	the	seats	I	had	just	vacated.	
I	have	not	continued	this	practice	for	these	very	reasons.	Although	this	decision	
was	 made	 for	 reasons	 of	 comfort	 and	 security,	 it	 has	 revealed	 the	 negative	
consequences	that	the	stigma	surrounding	menstruation	has	on	my	health,	well-
being,	 and	 social	 status.	 The	 self-policing	 I	 continue	 to	 employ	 unfortunately	
distances	me	from	my	embodied	self	as	I	attempt	to	retain	my	dignity.		
Despite	 this	 physical	 continuity	 I	 am	 now	 increasingly	 open	 about	 the	




attitudes	 towards	 menstruation	 (seeing	 it	 as	 a	 natural	 process	 of	 which	 we	
should	never	be	ashamed	or	feel	compelled	to	hide)	can	move	towards	altering	
even	 more	 dangerous	 attitudes	 around	 the	 world.	 The	 28th	 May	 is	 menstrual	
hygiene	day,	a	day	to	celebrate	women,	 talk	about	periods	and	ultimately	raise	




pads,	 risking	 severe	 infection;	 until	 2005	when	 it	was	 outlawed,	 girls	 in	Nepal	
were	 banished	 to	 dark	 rooms	 when	 menstruating;	 ‘[t]he	 shame	 surrounding	
getting	your	period	 is	 so	pervasive	 in	Malawi	 that	parents	 simply	don’t	 talk	 to	
their	kids	about	it’	(Goldberg,	2015);	over	70%	of	girls	in	East	Asia	know	nothing	
about	 menstruation	 when	 they	 hit	 puberty;	 and	 in	 parts	 of	 India	 and	 Japan	
women	are	kept	from	the	kitchen	and	told	that	they	could	contaminate	the	food.		
In	 2015	 a	 London	marathon	 runner,	 Kiran	 Ghandi,	 faced	 vilification	 on	
social	media	when	she	chose	 to	 run	without	any	sanitary	products	during	 that	
month’s	period,	 ‘[a]	woman	ran	a	marathon	without	a	 tampon	to	make	a	stand	





speech.	 All	 of	 the	 young	 women	 I	 interviewed	 during	 this	 process	 shared	
experiences	of	male	peers	in	school	who	had	teased	them	relentlessly	about	their	
monthly	bleed.	The	 shame	and	 fear	 surrounding	menstruation	 continues	 to	be	




Over	 thirty	 years	 ago	 Suzie	 Orbach	 brought	 the	 issue	 of	 diet	 into	 the	





that	 generally	 pressures	women	 to	 conform	 to	 an	 ideal	 of	 feminine	 body	 size’	
(2012:	pg.	13).	Commenting	on	the	work	of	Orbach,	Lockford	suggested	that	‘the	
most	 important	and	compelling	standard	 for	 female	embodiment	 is	being	slim’	
(2004:	 pg.	 29)	 and	 therefore	 that	 ‘large	 and	 or	 overweight	 women	 somehow	
reside	outside	the	cultural	meanings	of	femininity’	(2004:	pg.	28).		
In	2012	a	UK	All	Party	Parliamentary	Report	revealed	that	‘[b]y	the	age	of	
14	 half	 of	 girls	 [in	 the	 UK]	 have	 been	 on	 a	 diet	 to	 change	 their	 shape’	 (Bates,	
2014:	pg.	80).	The	diet	industry	in	the	UK	itself	is	worth	£2	billion,	with	65%	of	
British	women	(as	opposed	to	44%	of	males)	trying	to	lose	weight	in	2014	alone	
(Elkin,	 2014).	Within	 her	 contribution	 to	 the	 2014	 Sage	Handbook	of	 Feminist	
Theory,	 Imelda	 Whelehan	 highlighted	 the	 popular,	 culturally	 constructed	
feminine	 body	 in	 Western	 society	 that	 may	 contribute	 to	 women’s	 obsession	
with	food	and	diet,	‘what	does	not	change	is	the	focus	on	the	female	body	and	the	
use	of	the	young,	slim,	white	body	to	suggest	the	ideal	feminine’	(2014:	pg.	246).	
Connell	 said	 on	 gender	 performance,	 ‘[a]	 large	 number	 of	 adolescent	 girls	 and	
young	 women	 go	 in	 for	 dieting	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 maintain	 their	 heterosexual	








thinking	 and	 talking	 about	 what	 I	 was	 eating.	 The	 result	 was	 a	 significant	
increase	 in	my	weight	 and	 an	 initial	 drop	 in	my	 self-esteem.	Many	 individuals	
discipline	and	control	their	bodies	through	diet	and	exercise,	and	I	contend	that	
for	women	 this	 discipline	 and	 control	 plays	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 our	 embodied	
performances	of	femininity.		









listened	 to	what	my	 body	 needed	 rather	 than	 focusing	 on	what	 I	 desired	 it	 to	
look	like.	As	I	then	began	to	put	on	weight	and	with	the	knowledge	that	I	could	
no	longer	control	that	fact,	I	was	forced	to	see	past	my	embodied	aesthetic	and	
appreciate	my	body	 for	 its	 functions,	 its	 abilities	 and	 its	natural	 form.	My	 self-
esteem	and	personal	confidence	in	my	looks	dropped	significantly	and	so	I	was	
forced	 to	 find	 it	 in	 other	 areas	 –	 actions,	 conversations	 with	 others,	 mental	




Makeup:	You	are	not	permitted	 to	wear	any	 form	of	makeup	or	 cosmetic	
product	on	your	body.		
Both	men	and	women	have	used	makeup	 for	 centuries;	within	 religious	
rituals,	 for	beauty,	and	to	promote	good	health.	 In	2012	a	survey	conducted	on	
behalf	 of	 the	Renfrew	Centre	 Foundation	 found	 that	 58%	of	 girls	 between	 the	
ages	 of	 eight	 and	 eighteen	 wear	 makeup,	 with	 20%	 saying	 that	 they	 receive	
negative	 comments	 and	 feeling	 when	 they	 do	 not	 (Jamieson,	 2016).	 In	
September	 of	 2016	 Sophie	 Jamieson	 published	 the	 results	 of	 another	 survey,	









promote	 natural	 beauty	 while	 raising	 awareness.	 In	 the	 same	 year	 the	











have	 good	 skin	 or	 not	 –	 perfection	 is	 the	 key	 to	 this	 particular	 feminine	
sign/cultural	 behavior.	 Going	 barefaced	 for	 five	months	 bore	 similar	 (if	 not	 as	
significant)	 challenges	 to	 that	 of	 ceasing	 to	 diet.	Wearing	makeup	 had	 always	
been	 a	 form	of	 expression,	 a	 device	 to	 state	my	 identity.	Ultimately	 however	 I	
soon	realized	that	it	had	chiefly	been	a	tool	to	enhance	my	embodied	aesthetic,	to	
increase	 my	 sexual	 attractiveness	 and	 thus	 raise	 my	 self-esteem.	 Once	 I	 had	
ceased	wearing	 it	 I	 noticed	 a	 further	 drop	 in	my	 confidence	 –	 not	 only	 was	 I	
gaining	weight	but	I	could	no	longer	compensate	by	enhancing	my	features.		
Initially	 individuals	 responded	 by	 asking	 if	 I	 were	 tired	 or	 sometimes	
unwell.	Others	 told	me	that	 I	no	 longer	 looked	 like	myself	and	 I	became	aware	
that	 I	 was	 fading	 into	 the	 background,	 no	 longer	 visually	 standing	 out.	 My	






It	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 practice	 of	 putting	 on	 makeup	 each	 day	 is	 a	
trivial	 act	 that	 need	 harbor	 no	 concern.	 During	my	 resistance	 of	 this	 habitual	
performance	 I	 was	 asked	 what	 I	 was	 hoping	 to	 achieve	 and	 often	 people	
demanded	 to	 know	 the	 point	 of	 it	 all,	 perhaps	 afraid	 that	 I	 was	 placing	 their	















As	 part	 of	 her	 research	 into	 the	 objectification	 of	 women	 through	 the	
media,	Bates	 found	 that	 ‘three	 out	 of	 four	 teenaged	 girls	 feel	 depressed,	 guilty	
and	shameful	after	spending	three	minutes	 leafing	through	a	fashion	magazine’	
(2014:	pg.	193).	Vogue,	Elle,	Harper’s	Bazaar,	and	a	multitude	of	varying	fashion	










Twenty-seven-year-old	 London	 receptionist	 Nicola	 Thorpe	 was	 sent	
home	 in	May	of	2016	when	 she	 refused	 to	wear	heels,	 and	was	 laughed	at	 for	
asking	whether	a	man	would	be	expected	to	wear	them	doing	the	same	job.	Since	
then	she	has	gained	over	10,000	signatures	in	a	petition	to	change	the	law	that	
requires	women	 to	wear	 certain	 items	of	 clothing	or	 footwear	at	work.	Angela	
Merkel	is	often	criticised	for	her	‘silly	pageboy	haircut	…	and	her	mismatched,	ill-




also	 calling	 out	 interviewers	 who	 ask	 them	 who	 they’re	 wearing	 instead	 of	
quizzing	them	on	their	latest	work	as	they	do	the	men	(Goldstein,	2015).		
Emma	Watson	was	criticised	recently	for	appearing	in	a	Vanity	Fair	cover	
wearing	what	was	 described	 as	 ‘revealing	 clothing’	 (Saner,	 2017).	Watson	 has	
previously	argued	that	feminism	is	about	choice	and,	in	this	sense,	the	choice	to	
wear	what	she	chose.	Yet	she	was	accused	of	being	anti-feminist	and	a	hypocrite.	
It	 is	 not	 surprising	 to	 witness	 such	 backlash	 against	 a	 young	 women	 actively	
choosing	 to	 express	 femininity	 in	 her	 own	 right.	While	women	 are	 constantly	
sexualised	 in	 fashion	magazines32	and	 encouraged	 by	 the	 fashion	 industries	 to	
wear	certain	items	of	clothing,	they	are	also	advised	to	think	about	what	they	are	
wearing	 in	 order	 to	 lessen	 their	 chances	 of	 sexual	 assault33.	 Female	 fashion	 is	
intrinsically	 linked	 to	constructions	of	 femininity;	we	receive	advice	on	how	to	
appear	more	 feminine	 in	 our	 dress,	 and	 boys’	 and	 girls’	 clothing	 is	 constantly	
separated	 on	 the	 high	 street	 by	 colour	 and	 style.	 Fashion	 is	 still	 a	 gendered	
industry.		
By	 choosing	 to	wear	 all	 black	 for	 one	month	 I	 intended	 to	 discover	 the	
extent	 to	 which	 I	 had	 been	 expressing	my	 femininity	 through	my	 clothes	 and	
whether	my	identity	would	be	altered	by	wearing	neutral	outfits	for	an	extended	
period	 of	 time.	 Again	 my	 identity	 was	 altered	 dramatically.	 At	 one	 point	 I	
scoured	the	high	street	to	find	a	black	dress	that	would	be	large	enough,	hide	my	





defined	 my	 being	 and	 my	 self-worth	 by	 these	 daily	 practices	 and	 my	 correct	
embodiment	of	them,	as	Migdalek	stated	‘ones	bodily	performance	of	gender	is	a	
																																																								












standing	at	 any	given	 time’	 (2014:	pg.	15).	 In	my	experience	 I	have	 found	 that	
certain	women	do	not	appreciate	their	bodies	 for	 their	ability	and	function	but	














June	2016	and	marked	 the	end	of	 the	aforementioned	 five	month	process,	and	
my	 challenge	 to	 the	 embodied	 categories	 of	 femininity.	 It	was	my	 intention	 to	
share	 my	 research	 with	 a	 wider	 audience,	 targeted	 initially	 at	 young,	 British,	
biological	 females,	 who	 identify	 as	 female,	 between	 the	 ages	 of	 eighteen	 and	




my	 embodied	 experiment,	 share	 the	 experiential	 knowledge	 I	 had	 gained,	
communicate	 my	 argument	 that	 sex	 is	 still	 a	 constrained	 production	 that	
enforces	women’s	unequal	position	in	society,	and	ultimately	share	and	suggest	
new	ways	in	which	to	embody	and	perform	femininity.	

















cultural	 constructions	 of	 femininity	 were	 still	 rendering	 female	 bodies	 as	






























one	 that	 was	 not	 slim	 or	 hairless,	 one	 that	 had	 undergone	 a	 complete	

























In	 order	 to	 combat	 the	 above	 risks	 for	my	 audience	 I	 displayed	notices	
making	 them	 aware	 that	 the	 performance	 contained	 nudity.	 They	 were	 also	






















performers	 have	 done	 to	 great	 effect,	 establishing	 Ma	 Lourdes	 Veneracion-





This	 ‘hard-hitting	 and	 exposing’	 content	 the	 above	 audience	 member	
spoke	 of	 was	 split	 into	 three	 sections;	 childhood,	 adolescence,	 and	 young	









was	 to	 create	an	 image	of	me	having	been	 sat	here	 for	hours,	 flipping	 through	





developed,	 ‘[e]mbodied	practices	and	body	 training	 that	we	 learn	 in	our	 social	
upbringing	as	girls	and	boys	…	will	 impact	on	how	we	develop’	 (2014:	pg.	12).	
Once	 I	 had	 placed	 the	magazine	 on	 the	 ground,	 an	 interview	with	my	mother	

























would	 spit	 on	 the	underwear	 and	use	 the	back	of	my	hand	 to	 scrub	 and	wash	
parts	 of	 my	 body	 with	 the	 dirty	 garments.	 These	 actions	 surrounding	
menstruation	were	a	marker	of	this	adolescent	section	(arguably	one	of	the	most	
significant	 changes	 to	 a	 young	 woman’s	 body	 during	 puberty).	 They	 also	
represented	my	 resistance	 to	wearing	 sanitary	products	over	 five	months,	 and	
the	physical	 result.	As	 I	 continued	 to	perform	 in	such	a	way	and	remain	 in	 the	
dirty	bathwater	for	the	majority	of	the	performance,	I	intended	to	communicate	
my	 belief	 that	women	 should	 not	 feel	 shame	 for,	 nor	 be	 forced	 to	 keep	 quiet,	
during/concerning	menstruation,	and	should	in	fact	be	free	to	act	and	behave	as	
they	choose.	
Whilst	 this	 took	 place	 a	 number	 of	 recordings	 from	 interviews	 taken	
throughout	the	process	(at	this	point	regarding	male	and	female	experiences	of	
menstruation	 during	 puberty)	 played	 overhead.	 These	 interviews	 were	
conducted	during	the	five	months	of	my	resistant	practice	and	were	designed	to	
represent	 the	 experiences	 and	 opinions	 of	 a	 handful	 of	 men	 and	 women	
regarding	the	five	cultural	behaviours	of	embodied	feminine	performance	that	I	
had	attempted	to	resist.	Both	men	and	women	of	an	array	of	ages,	the	youngest	
being	 twelve	 and	 the	 oldest	 sixty,	 were	 asked	 about	 their	 experiences	 of	
menstruation;	their	thoughts	on	makeup;	women	who	do	or	do	not	shave;	their	
relationship	 to	 food	 and	 clothes,	 and	 any	 general	 comments	 that	 they	 had	 on	
growing	up	as	either	a	man	or	a	woman.		




soiled	 underwear	 and	 listened	 to	men	 and	women	 speak	 about	menstruation.	







during	 March,	 demonstrating	 the	 difficulty	 I	 had	 experienced	 with	 clothes	 as	
discussed	 previously.	 Cutting	 the	 garment	 into	 strips	 possessed	 a	 further	
meaning	 as	 a	 representation	 of	 pubic	 hair.	 Recordings	 of	 men	 and	 women’s	
thoughts	 on	 and	 experiences	with	 the	 shaving,	waxing,	 and	plucking	 of	 female	
pubic	hair	played	overhead	and	I	discussed	the	memory	of	my	first	pubic	hair.		
Spontaneity	was	 the	key	 for	 these	 verbal	 interactions,	which	 took	place	
throughout	the	performance.	Initially	I	had	experimented	with	and	developed	a	
script	 during	 rehearsals	 that	 involved	 a	 conversation	 between	my	 body	 as	 an	
external	 entity	 and	 myself.	 This	 became	 surreal	 and	 self-indulgent	 however,	
hindering	 the	 performance’s	 ability	 to	 share	 and	 create	 new	 knowledge.	
Furthermore	 by	 treating	 my	 body	 as	 a	 separate	 entity	 I	 was	 failing	 to	
communicate	 the	new	awareness	 I	had	of	 it	and	 the	ways	 in	which	 it	was	now	
embodying	 cultural	 signs.	 The	 audience	 was	 already	 in	 a	 live	 and	 intimate	
environment,	 experiencing	 the	 research	 as	 I	 had.	Meyer	 describes	 this	 kind	 of	
live,	 real	 engagement	 as	 dangerous.	 The	 audience	 feels	 the	 fear	 of	 ‘something	
going	wrong,	 the	 risk	of	missing	 something’	 (Meyer-Dinkgräfe,	D.,	 2015:	pg.	 3)	
and	 so	possesses	 a	 heightened	 sense	 of	 awareness.	 The	 verbal	 communication	
between	each	action	was	therefore	created	from	the	responses	of	the	audience	in	
that	 moment.	 No	 script	 was	 used,	 no	 lines	 fashioned	 and	 no	 speeches	 pre-
empted.	This	allowed	 for	a	 flexible	and	spontaneous	sharing	of	knowledge	and	
experiences	together.		
Following	 the	 section	 on	 pubic	 hair	 I	 explained	my	 own	 relationship	 to	
food	 as	 a	 teenage	 girl.	 The	 audience	 then	 listened	 to	 testimonies	 of	 other	
individuals’	 relationships	 to	 food	 and	 dieting.	 During	 this	 section	 of	 the	










ultimately	 the	 knowledge	 that	 so	many	 young	women	 fall	 victim	 to	 obsessive	
diets	 and	eating	disorders	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	perpetuating	 image	of	 the	 slender	
body	as	the	desired	feminine	body.		
To	mark	the	conclusion	of	this	section	another	recording	taken	from	the	
same	 interview	 with	 my	mother	 relayed	 the	 ‘growing	 self-consciousness’	 that	
she	 had	 identified	 in	me	 as	 a	 teenager,	 ‘an	 awareness	 of	 your	 physical	 self	 …	
which	you	were	told	by	others	wasn’t	nice	…	that	started	quite	early	on’	(Reader.	
R,	 2016).	 The	 embodied	 performances	 I	 had	 cultivated	 as	 a	 child	 were	 now	
impacting	on	my	behaviours	as	a	young	woman.	A	survey	done	by	Bliss	magazine	
in	2004,	 a	 year	before	 I	 entered	 secondary	 school,	 found	 that	 ‘87%	of	 teenage	
girls	 are	 unhappy	 with	 their	 body	 shape’.	 During	 my	 GCSEs	 in	 2010,	 YouGov	
found	that	‘1	in	3	girls	aged	16	to	18	have	experienced	unwanted	sexual	touching	
at	school’	(Bates,	2014:	80).		
These	 statistics	 were	 not	 unfamiliar	 to	 me	 as	 my	 friends	 and	 I	 were	
continually	sexualised	during	our	 teens.	Wearing	our	school	uniforms	we	were	
catcalled	 from	passing	 vans	 and	 picked	 on	 by	 peers	 if	we	were	 overweight	 or	
spotty.	Boys	in	the	years	above	me	freely	made	comments	about	my	breasts	and	
felt	entitled	to	touch	them.	We	expected	it	and	were	taught	to	accept	it,	even	at	
times	 being	 blamed	 as	 I	 once	 heard	 an	 elderly	 woman	 remark	 on	 a	 friend’s	
school	uniform,	‘[w]ith	a	skirt	that	short	how	are	the	boys	in	her	school	meant	to	
control	 themselves?’.	My	mother	 described	 those	 adolescent	 years	 as	 the	 ones	




Continuing	 on	 through	 adolescence	 and	 into	 young	 adulthood,	 I	 put	 on	
makeup	 and	 shaved	 for	 the	 first	 time	 as	 the	 audience	 then	 listened	 to	 more	
recordings	 regarding	 these	 cultural	 behaviours.	 During	 these	 sections	 I	
explained	my	reasons	for	placing	such	behaviours	back	onto	my	body,	and	that	




The	 performance	 then	 concluded	 as	 I	 stepped	 out	 of	 the	 bath,	 dressed,	
and	summarized	what	I	had	discovered,	and	how	I	believed	we	could	now	move	
forward.	The	theme	of	young	adulthood	for	this	section	derived	once	again	from	
the	 interview	 with	 my	 mother	 who	 described	 me	 as	 ‘a	 really	 strong	 and	
independent	woman	who	 still	 has	 confidence	 issues’.	 She	 told	me	 that	 I	 could	
still	be	very	vulnerable	and	sensitive	perhaps	due	to	the	experiences	in	my	past	
and	 what	 I	 had	 learnt	 through	 them.	 Despite	 this	 knowledge	 however	 she	
explained	 her	 belief	 that	 I	 ‘will	 be	 successful	 because	 you’ve	 got	 such	 drive’	
(Reader.	 R,	 2016).	 It	 was	 this	 drive	 that	 prompted	me	 to	 include	 this	 section	





it	 is	difficult	 to	rid	yourself	of	social	constructs	and	practices.	What	 I	proposed	
however,	was	an	expansion	of	the	categories	of	masculinity	and	femininity,	and	




were	 eager	 for	 me	 to	 make	 an	 even	 clearer	 stand	 at	 the	 end	 as	 to	 my	 own	
thoughts	 and	 opinions	 regarding	 my	 research.	 What	 were	 my	 final	 thoughts?	
What	concrete	conclusions	had	I	drawn	and	how	would	I	be	living	my	life	now?	
How	much	had	I	changed	and	what	needed	to	be	done	to	change	others?		
It	 is	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 my	 limited	 experience	 to	 instruct	 others	 and	
provide	definitive	parameters	for	overcoming	embodied	categories	of	femininity	
that	 still	 limit	 women	 today.	 I	 was	 not	 able	 to	 change	 the	 entire	 world	 or	 its	










that	which	 I	place	upon	my	embodied	aesthetic.	 I	 speak	up,	voice	my	opinions,	
and	refuse	to	be	silenced.	Whilst	these	discoveries	and	changes	are	personal,	I	do	
suggest	 that	 through	not	only	 the	shared	performance	on	 the	6th	 of	 June	2016,	
but	also	during	the	five	months	of	my	lived,	experiential	practice	(in	which	I	was	
continuously	 interacting	with	 others)	 I	was	 able	 to	 alter,	 if	 only	 in	 small	ways	
and	 perhaps	 even	 just	 for	 the	 length	 of	 the	 performance,	 other	 individuals’	
perceptions	of	what	embodied	femininity	should	or	could	be.		
Once	 I	 had	 then	 vacated	 the	 space	 the	 audience	 were	 left	 alone	 in	 the	
room	 and	 invited	 to	 explore	 and	 rummage	 beneath	 the	 magazine	 pages	
(discussed	on	page	57)	that	spilled	out	from	underneath	the	bath,	making	a	trail	
across	 the	 room.	 Dana	 Densmore	 (2000)	 believes	 Western	 women	 are	
bombarded	with	advertising	 that	 constantly	encourages	 them	 to	be	a	beautiful	
object,	 and	 argued	 that	 this	 obsession	 with	 beauty	 ‘is	 used	 extensively	 in	
advertising,	particularly	in	advertising	directed	at	women:	be	like	this,	they	are	
saying,	 use	 our	 product’	 (2000:	 pg.	 388).	 During	 rehearsals	 however,	 it	 was	
suggested	 that	 my	 proposal	 to	 litter	 the	 floor	 with	 magazine	 pages	 could	 be	
construed	as	a	cliché.	I	was	advised	to	convey	a	more	profound	knowledge	of	the	
reasons	behind	certain	embodied	feminine	performances.	It	was	suggested	that	
women	 were	 intelligent	 enough	 to	 understand	 that	 the	 advertising	 I	 was	














I	 perceive	 that	 the	 images	 I	 was	 rejecting	 aid	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 the	
statistics,	 facts,	 and	 testimonies	 that	 the	 audience	 found	 as	 they	 rummaged	




pay	 gap	 rises	 to	 33%’	 (Bates,	 2014:	 pg.	 213);	 ‘84%	 of	 front-page	 articles	 are	
dominated	 by	 male	 subjects	 or	 experts’	 (Bates,	 2014:	 pg.	 14).	 Statistics	 and	
testimonies	 similar	 to	 these	 plastered	 the	 floor	 underneath	 the	 screwed	 up	
pages,	portraying	my	belief	that	underneath	the	superficial	images	many	young	




was	 to	 once	 again	 allow	 the	 audience	 to	 feel	 the	 research,	 engaging	 through	
touch	 as	 they	 moved	 aside	 the	 rubbish	 and	 revealed	 images,	 words,	 and	
experiences	 that	 I	had	undergone.	 I	 intended	 to	afford	 them	a	personal	 insight	
into	my	embodied,	experiential	process,	 to	ensure	 that	 they	went	some	way	 to	





people,	 male	 and	 female,	 young	 and	 old,	 and	 from	 various	 different	 cultures,	
races	and	classes.	One	audience	member	wrote,	‘[i]t	really	got	me	thinking	about	
how	society	has	made	women,	myself	included,	feel	like	beauty	and	self-worth	is	













I	 felt	 it	 still	 carried	 relevance	 in	 a	 contemporary	 setting.	 Despite	 this,	 a	 young	













potentially	be	 limiting	 them	with	one	 commenting,	 ‘I	 shave	 less	…	 I	use	 it	 as	 a	
reference	 in	 my	 activities,	 when	 I	 find	 myself	 doing	 something	 for	 the	 sheer	
reason	of	 “girls	shouldn’t	do	 that”,	 I	 catch	myself	mid	 thought	and	 think	–	why	
the	fucking	hell	not!’	(Anonymous	4viii,	2016).	Another	audience	member	told	me	
a	 few	weeks	 following	 the	 performance	 that	 I	 am	with	 them	 in	 the	 shower	 as	
they	hesitate	 to	 reach	 for	 the	 razor;	 ‘it’s	 really	 quite	 odd	 that	 you	 affect	me	 in	
those	 most	 intimate	 of	 moments’	 they	 said.	 Another	 wrote,	 ‘it	 inspired	me	 to	
adopt	a	similar	attitude	when	it	comes	to	my	appearance,	to	just	be	glad	of	being	




limitations	 and	 stereotypes,	 and	 so	 free	 from	 discrimination	 and	 unequal	
treatment	as	the	result	of	what	resides	between	our	legs.	By	acknowledging	that	
Judith	Butler	was	correct,	understanding	that	it	is	to	a	great	extent	that	“sex”	is	
historically	 constructed	 and	 realising	 that,	 if	 femininity	 is	 performed,	 it	 can	be	
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born,	and	their	cultural	and	historical	 traditions	ensure	 that	 the	 feminine	body	
almost	 always	 comes	 in	 second	 to	 masculinity.	 Lockford	 argued	 that	 this	
oppressive	 condition	 is	 perpetuated	 by	 the	 ‘naturalness’	 with	 which	 it	 is	
performed,	‘women	are	induced	to	perform	their	womanhood	in	stereotypically	
feminine	ways	 (i.e.	 to	 strive	 toward	 becoming,	 decorative,	 passive	 and	 petite)’	
(2014:	 pg.	 7).	 If	 we	 perform	 outside	 of	 the	 gendered	 categories	 deemed	
appropriate	 for	 our	 assigned	 sex,	 Butler	 correctly	maintained	 that	 society	will	
readily	punish	and	marginalize	you.		
Through	 my	 embodied	 and	 experiential	 study,	 I	 have	 come	 to	 understand	
that	 certain	 women	 feel	 compelled	 to	 shave,	 diet,	 wear	 makeup,	 keep	 quiet	
regarding	menstruation,	and	adorn	themselves	in	appropriate	clothing,	in	order	
to	perform	their	 femininity	correctly.	Butler	 further	contended	 that	 these	daily	
habits	and	performances	are	not	singular	acts	but	ritualised	productions,	rituals	
reiterated	under	and	through	the	constraints	of	society	ensuring	that,	for	many	
women,	 the	 aesthetic	 precedes	 the	 active.	 Over	 the	 past	 two	 years	 I	 have	
discovered	that	increasing	numbers	of	women	are	growing	up	in	a	society	where	
the	 correct	 performance	 of	 femininity	 is	 absolute,	 echoing	 Harris	 and	 Aston’s	
reflections	on	Butler	over	twenty	years	after	she	had	been	writing,	‘taking	up	the	




constrained	 productions,	 performed	 with	 such	 forcible	 effect	 that	 they	 have	
become	 more	 inherent	 in	 our	 everyday	 practices	 than	 they	 were	 in	 previous	




biologically	 female	 body	 as	 feminine.	 This	 feminine	 status	 continues	 to	 reduce	
women	 to	 the	 appearance	 of	 their	 bodies	 and	 thus	perpetuate	 their	 inequality	
with	increasing	concern.		
Following	her	performance	at	the	half	time	show	of	the	2017	Superbowl,	pop	
artist	 Lady	 Gaga	 received	 multiple	 comments	 on	 social	 media	 site	 Twitter	
regarding	her	weight.	 ‘All	 of	#LadyGaga’s	 female	dancers	were	 fat.	 Pretty	 sure	
it’s	to	make	her	look	thinner!	#Can’tHideFat’;	 ‘she	looked	like	a	#sumowrestler’	
(Kramer,	 2017).	 On	 Tuesday	 the	 28th	 of	 March,	 2017	 the	Daily	Mail	printed	 a	
front	 page	 article	 entitled	 ‘Never	Mind	 Brexit,	who	won	 legs-it!	 –	 Sarah	 Vine’s	
light-hearted	 verdict	 on	 the	 big	 showdown’,	 exhibiting	 an	 image	 of	 Nicola	
Sturgeon	and	Theresa	May	in	mid-length	skirts	and	court	shoes	as	they	entered	
discussions	 about	 Brexit,	 and	 the	 possibility	 of	 another	 Scottish	 referendum	
(Vine,	 2017).	 On	 the	 30th	 of	 March	 2017,	 Stanton	 College	 was	 criticised	 for	
posters	 exhibited	 around	 the	 institution	 that	 dictated	 what	 was	 and	 wasn’t	
appropriate	dress	code	for	female	attendees	to	their	upcoming	prom;	images	of	
low	cut	tops	and	skirts	with	slits	in	the	side	were	frowned	upon,	whereas	‘GOOD	
GIRL’	 could	 be	 found	 below	 an	 image	 of	 a	 floor	 length,	 high	 neck	 dress	 (BBC,	




Not	 only	 are	 young	 women	 being	 reduced	 to	 the	 performances	 of	 their	
bodies,	 but	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	are	expected	 to	 embody	and	perform	 their	
femininity	is	also	deemed	as	lesser.	On	the	29th	of	April	2017	I	was	working	in	a	
high-street	 clothes	 and	 accessories	 retail	 store,	 when	 a	 father	 and	 his	 young	
daughter	came	to	 the	 till	 to	make	a	purchase.	As	he	was	buying	his	daughter	a	
















In	 an	 effort	 to	 overcome	 this	 and	 alter	 the	 embodied	 categories	 of	
masculinity	and	femininity,	Butler	incites	rebellion	through	a	subversion	of	their	








One	Billion	and	Rising	are	 currently	 campaigning	 for	 similar	 change	 in	 existing	








Since	 then,	1.1million	people	 around	 the	world	have	pledged	 their	 support	 for	













Amidst	 the	 challenges	 of	 my	 study,	 the	 fragmentation	 of	 my	 identity,	 the	
discussions	with	my	 peers,	 and	 the	 responses	 I	 received,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	
many	young	women,	including	myself,	enjoyed	performing	certain	aspects	of	our	
embodied	 femininity.	 They	 have	 indeed	 become	 such	 a	 part	 of	 our	 everyday	




agreed	 in	 her	 observations	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 daily	 performances,	 ‘[t]he	
actions	we	perform	over	time	create	our	characters,	our	sense	of	worth	and	our	
happiness’	 (2015:	 pg.	 6).	 	 For	 example,	 when	 a	woman	 shaves	 her	 pubic	 hair	
purely	because	her	boyfriend	finds	her	more	attractive	 in	that	state,	or	when	a	












	 In	 my	 opinion,	 it	 is	 the	 reasons	 behind	 why	 we	 embody	 and	 perform	
certain	 aspects	 of	 femininity	 that	 need	 to	 be	 questioned,	 interrogated,	 and	
ultimately	challenged,	rather	 than	 the	acts	 themselves.	Why	do	we	shave	 -	 is	 it	




shame	 for	our	bodies,	or	are	our	eating	habits	dictated	by	 the	 fact	 that	we	are	
expected	to?	Is	makeup	an	expression	of	identity,	or	is	it	so	wrapped	up	within	




	 Rather	 than	 subverting	 and	 eradicating	 acts	 of	 embodied	 femininity	 I	
suggest	 a	willingness	 to	 expand	 the	 very	 category.	 I	 argue	 that	 femininity	 and	
masculinity	 can	embody	a	multitude	of	 things;	 its	 categories	 could	be	vast	and	
wide	reaching,	encompassing	an	array	of	different	 ideas	and	performances	and	
men	 and	 women	 can	 be	 allowed	 to	 consider	 that	 it	 is	 in	 fact	 possible	 to	 act	













men	 and	women	 should	 be	 free	 to	 access	maternity	 provision,	 equal	 pay,	 and	
have	 successful	 careers.	 Both	 men	 and	 women	 should,	 and	 could,	 be	 free	 to	
exhibit	qualities	of	femininity	and	masculinity,	and	perform	in	the	ways	that	they	




of	 these	 two	historical	constructs	on	opposing	sides,	but	 to	embrace	what	 they	
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inequality,	 only	 to	 offer	 ways	 in	 which	 we	 can	 perhaps	 liberate	 certain	
individuals	 from	 the	 embodied	 performances	 that	 perpetuate	 their	
discrimination	within	certain	societies.		
The	research	conducted	for	my	study	did	however	serve	to	develop	a	practice	
that	encouraged	certain	 individuals	 to	perceive	 femininity	and	masculinity	 in	a	
variety	 of	 ways.	 I	 ultimately	 intended	 to	 promote	 choice	 and	 the	 potential	
freedom	 to	 perform	 in	 our	 own	 ways	 without	 persecution.	 The	 aims	 of	 my	









potentially	 alter	 and	 play	 with	 our	 own	 embodied	 gender	 performances;	 to	
‘bring	 fresh	 perspectives	 to	 bear	 on	 old	 questions	 and	 ask	 questions	 about	
ourselves	and	the	social	worlds	within	which	we	interact’	(Allegranti,	2015:	pg.	
208).	I	therefore	strove	to	offer	the	young	women	I	came	into	contact	with	ways	
in	 which	 to	 move	 through	 the	 world	 on	 their	 own	 terms,	 embodying	 the	
categories	of	femininity	they	choose,	for	their	own	empowerment	and	happiness,	
echoing	 Butler’s	 belief	 that	 ‘the	 personal	 becomes	 an	 expansive	 category,	 one	
which	 accommodates,	 if	 only	 implicitly,	 political	 structures,	 usually	 viewed	 as	
public’	(1988:	pg.	523).	
If	my	study	and	 this	dissertation	can	evoke	a	 response	 from	you	much	 like	
this	audience	member,	it	will	have	achieved	its	purpose:	
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It	was	definitely	an	inspiration	to	me	and	still	serves	as	one	when	I	question	my	
moral	standing	as	a	woman.	I	look	back	at	it,	and	the	boldness	that	was	displayed	
and	I	realise	that	I	owe	it	to	myself	to	be	free.	(Anonymous	4x,	2016).	
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